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SUMMARY

Published in 2007 and 2008, the articles in this issue cover a broad range of areas and
topics: local government and governance; lay appropriation of expert knowledge in
self-medication practices; the role of social networks in the production of well-being;
the political and ethical implications of history, memory and forgetting; critiques of
epistemology; perspectives on African Studies; uncertainty and risk in modernity; and
imperialism and modernist literature.
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Daniel Francisco
School of Economics and Centre for Social Studies, University of Coimbra, Portugal

Territories Named Desire: From the Breadth of Concepts to the Containment of
Experience*
Several reasons have contributed to focusing the attention of the social sciences on the dynamics
linked to territories, given the relevance that the themes of power, development and social
cohesion have taken on in those dynamics. This article addresses the way in which territorial
contexts have actually embraced recent conceptions of power and the State, discussing the
extent to which this expresses a new way of doing politics or, on the contrary, whether customary
and insufficiently innovative modalities of action continue to be reproduced at local level.
Keywords: Territory; governance; local government; public policies.

1. Introduction
Over the past decades, the importance attached by the social sciences to territorial
scenarios, i.e. infra-national spaces, can be explained, among other factors, by the
circumstances which have weakened, at least since the 1960s, the predominance of
“central” authorities and functions over the “periphery.” By designing new forms of political
organisation and a new face for the State, such circumstances led the centre-periphery
scheme to lose the relevance that had previously been attached to it, as the “centre,” its
jurisdiction and its elites experienced a reduction in their authority over the periphery.
These were years of decisive change. They saw the emergence of the crisis of the State
and the waning of Fordism, the logics of “detotalisation” (Bayart, 1985)1 and the decline of
traditional decision-making pyramids, “networking” and the superimposing of “governance”
practices on governmental authority over social agents and sectors. In addition, the
contradictory flows of globalisation and of “flexible” capitalism changed the socio-economic
profile of our societies and gave rise to considerable revision of the principles of social
analysis. Versions of “structuration” (Giddens), of methodological individualism and, in the
area of political science, of sociological neo-institutionalism (Hall and Taylor, 1997), manifest
in multiple approaches and concepts like “networks,” “configuration,” “social capital” or the
“game of actors,” relativised previous functionalist and holistic views. The goal was to draw

*

An extended version of this paper was published in RCCS 77 (June 2007).
These are civil society social and political practices that lead it to withdraw the social sphere from domination
by the State. For this author, “civil society’s advances” create a complex and ambivalent dynamic between the
1
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methodologies closer to individuals’ beliefs, representations, symbols and values, but also to
capture their rationality “in action,” in the pragmatic appropriation of circumstances. This
conferred unprecedented importance on territories, seen as privileged sites for culture
formation and management of interests, for mobilising networks and carrying out projects,
for strategic action and institutional regulation – in other words, for confrontation and
compromise between distinct versions of power and development.
Interest then focused on the way historical-geographical conditions produce singularities
and render phenomena complex.2 Systemic determinisms, functional imperatives, abstract
precepts for evaluation of facts, all these lost significance. They were replaced by attention
to the lived, experienced and imagined reality, where individuals make sense of experience
and reconfigure it in more formal or universal ways. In showing how each society makes its
own construction of the economic and the political, emphasis was given to the specific
configurations of actors, norms, institutions and leaders emerging from the territories. The
idea is that, quite as important as the structures and rationalities that rule over the spaces,
are the worlds experienced, biographical trajectories, collective memory, relational
networks, the institutions and leaders rooted in them, i.e. the concrete experiences and
worlds which emerge whenever we see human constructs in their specificity.3

2. The territory and the transformations of the State
To understand the prominence achieved by territorial logics, we must turn to the changes
that have affected public action in recent decades. There was a time when the State
administrated society and the territory based on an expansive industrial economy, on the
integration of peripheral elites into the political system, and on intermediaries holding a
monopoly over representation at national or sectoral level (political parties, trade unions,
business confederations, churches). However, especially after the sixties, the socio-territorial
equilibrium promoted by the centre, as well as the conducting of local interests in
State and society, which discards the dualist, dichotomic or binary view of these realities, usually linked to the
idea of the control of civil society by the State.
2
The relation between centre and periphery, in particular, was addressed from the viewpoint of the diverse list
of elements – economic, political, cultural, psychological – which interact in its structuring and make it pluridimensional, shaped by the particularities of each situation.
3
The “local” expression of facts has been related to a specific cartography, that of contextual variations. This
means that it is in localised and specific universes that actors acquire a pragmatic sense of the economic, legal
or political fields, “playing with the variation of the scales of space and time, and freeing themselves from the
constraints of pre-established models” (Cefaï, 2001: 16).
4
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accordance with government priorities and the corporative systems organised by the State,
all these proved ineffectual and lost legitimacy. A sort of “post-dirigisme” settled in,
disturbing the hierarchical integration of social actors and the action of the State in respect
of society’s problems and dynamics.
In practice, the crisis of the Keynesian programme and the collapse of public finances
restricted State intervention. Structural adjustment programmes in developing countries and
the demands of budget containment in Europe, with repercussions on the difficulty
experienced by governments in ensuring full employment in different regions, left many
territories without support and dependent on favourable insertion into global markets.4 The
pressures of a competitive economy based on innovation and knowledge, combined with
the State’s difficulties in maintaining mechanisms for correcting territorial asymmetries,
began to shape the future of cities and regions, introducing the idea of interterritorial
competition.
The paradigm of local development replaced centralised planning. Development from
“below” emphasised the functionalities and endogenous resources of the territories. The
role of conventions and institutions, both public and private, as well as the importance of
networks of territorial actors were used to explain the degree of success with which the
economies of countries and regions participated in the global flows.5 The geography of
“costs” and “stocks of factors” gave way to that of “organisations” and quality of institutions
(Veltz, 2002: 12), in a world economy where competition now involved, not simply products,
but ways of organising society and social systems (Pecqueur, 2000).
Of course, the profusion of analyses on “territorial” issues gave rise to multiple theories
that made the territory as a category problematic and fluid. Viewed either as history and
culture rooted in a space, or as a mere response to “external” opportunities and constraints
(in the sense of being constructed by networks which activate territorial responses at any
given moment, as a result of specific strategies aimed at certain interlocutors), the territory
can also be viewed as the jurisdictional framework of a concrete body (municipalities,

4

The times when the State, by negotiating with industrial groups, piloted jobs towards distressed areas, thus
balancing territorial development, are over: “[T]he crisis had an effect on that. And the growth that ensued,
diffuse and based primarily on service sector jobs, does not provide the same kind of support to public policies”
(Veltz, 2002: 10).
5
The combination of cultural and institutional factors, of collective memory and political regulations which
explain performances at territorial level, has given rise to assessments that view territories, for instance, as
5
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administrative regions, urban or metropolitan communities), the space of functional
articulation of certain logics and powers (industrial districts, metropolitan areas), or simply
as floating, unstable, virtual matter. The fact is that the “new political economy” and
economic sociology have shown that economies emerged from the crisis of the Keynesian
models relying on institutional and cultural factors of a local and national nature. This gave
analytical substance to the territory – as a space of decision-making and production, culture
and the market, networks and institutions. Although highlighting the multiple paths towards
development, these approaches present it essentially as the result of territorially situated
dynamics. This means that development reveals a deep “contextual dependence,” being
anchored in the social, political and cultural realities of certain spaces. Development
processes will thus occur in spaces where some collective efficacy emerges, stemming from
primarily endogenous and shared features.6

2.1. The emergence of “governance”

Interest in “territory” stems also from the changes that have recently reconfigured the State
and national societies. In a sense, demands from local governments to administrate larger
portions of life in territories are related to the differentiating territorialisation processes
occurring in the economy and corresponding socio-political changes. Among these, I would
single out the attacks on centralised management and the governability deficits ascribed to
complex and fragmented social systems (Luhmann, 1999); the crisis in the democratic
representation of citizens and in political mediation in general; the distrust of ideologies,
politicians and central apparatuses of social regulation, viewed as remote, sluggish and
heavy, held captive by paralysing bureaucracies and networks of interests that manipulate
them; anaemic social bonds and the erosion of institutional protection of citizenship (Dubet,
2002); and the increase in individualism and in “free rider” attitudes (Olson) displayed by

spaces of intermediation of multiple trajectories, feeding on “a multiplicity of genes that will lead (or not) to a
given dynamic, to cohesion, to self-awareness and empowerment” (Lacour, 1996: 35).
6
In this sense, the materialisation of activities in space, the economic landscape, may be “the foremost form of
regulation” (Benko and Lipietz, 1994: 247). But, more than that, the territory may be a genealogical source of
processes, notably for coordinating actors, who find in it vocabularies, logics, the power and the tools with
which to pursue goals and realise intentions (Reis, 2006). Relational behaviours and cognitive practices
triggered by proximity must therefore be deemed decisive in generating processes. And the territory is crucial,
not simply for economic behaviour, but also for “the matrix of relations that defines the morphology of power
in contemporary societies” (ibid.: 7).
6
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citizens towards public policies. All this led to a crisis of the State and of nations as we know
them.
These factors, acting on public sectors and their policies, have made for special
turbulence over the past decades. They convey not just the disappearance of the post-war
world of clear orientations,7 depriving States of their capacity to pilot society, but also the
intensification of failures in government itself (Mayntz, 1993), which have amplified public
administrations’ difficulties in regulating and enforcing their legitimacy.8 In practice, as
public action displayed successive failings, the pressure to “liberate” society’s capacity for
self-regulation grew, expressing the resistance of many sectors vis-à-vis the State. Groups
and networks interested in public policies made their presence felt, undoing State
monopolies and advocating private management of the public sphere.
To facilitate this, the principles of capitalist microeconomics are transferred to the State,
with the new public management promoting a “minimal state,” obeying criteria of
competitiveness and guided by self-organising networks (Rhodes, 1997). The migration of
business management into the State means the takeover of public action by corporate
governance rules.9 This is passed off as modernisation, when very often it is nothing but the
mere transformation of public administration bodies into market entities.10 In the end,
“rational choice” extends into every domain, toning down, notably, the differences between
the public and the private.
7

Supervision of macro-economic equilibria, development planning, organising societal interaction.
For Mayntz (1993: 13), failures in public authority can be grouped into four regulation problems: the inability
to enforce regulation (the implementation problem) when faced with the refusal of social groups, not
infrequently coupled with that of bureaucracy itself, to acknowledge the legitimacy of such regulation (the
motivation problem), inadequate reflection on or assessment of the means/ends relation (the issue of ill
thought-out causal relations, the knowledge problem), lack of (legal) competence and of instruments for
governing (the institutional issue, the governability problem).
9
Robust financial control of management, inter-sector, inter-network and inter-public service competition for
“clients,” value for money in partnerships or competition with the market (aiming at profit, rather than
political-ideological goals), an end to hierarchical chains and procedures, pragmatic expedients in decentralised
cooperation in this or that project, etc.
10
Throughout Europe, similar mechanisms for administrative reform have been put in place. Aiming at
reducing the weight of the State, business management has been introduced into public service provision and
autonomous executive bodies into ministries; performance indicators, competition and accountability have
been established in traditional bureaucracies with a view to making them more professional, mobile and
controlled by independent authorities, such as Quangos in the UK. The idea was to privatise tasks and liberalise
broad areas of public sectors – going as far as to suspend many of the Welfare State’s obligations – imbuing the
administrative landscape with the new public management. In the end, not only are the frontiers between the
public and the private drained of meaning, but the sense of the State as “supreme value of protection” and
guarantor of individuals’ ways of life, by now virtually gone in Western Europe (Inglehart, 1993), will give way
to the feeling of void inherent in an “État-creux” [hollowed-out State] (Leca, 1994, picking up Guy Peters’s
term).
8
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2.2. Government and “governance”

A heterogeneous cluster of groups and forces, often linked to transnational networks, has
appeared in the field, posing serious regulation problems to public administrations.
Demanding both satisfaction of their interests by public policies and unfettered powers to
determine relations with others, they are replacing the theoretically integrated space of the
State and the nation by an “institutional polyarchy characterised by the confrontation of
heterogeneous and unpredictable powers, which are difficult to hierarchise” (Duran and
Thoenig, 1996: 580). This is taking place in a political arena which is becoming
“undifferentiated under the pressure and multiplication of interest groups whose action
interferes with that of political authorities, to the extent of breaking their monopoly on
representation and argumentation” (idem).
These groups’ organisational capabilities are related to specialised tools, such as the law
and engineering, and to the technicist approach (Santos, 2005: 15) that is now used to
assess the legitimacy to act in the public sphere and manage government policies. Removed
from the equation is the coercive power of the State, which only appears as a partner
“provided that it participates in a non-state capacity, ideally on an equal footing with other
partners” (idem). In practice, the State is pressured into permanent negotiation – formal or
informal, predictable or chaotic – with the multiple actors which modernisation and social
complexity have engendered. By absorbing government functions, the latter have become
mentors and agents of public policies, determining their procedures, contents and social
effects. Not infrequently wielding the power of veto over decisions, these agents make
public authorities act on a more horizontal plane, so as to mobilise them, to draw on their
resources or to participate in their networks.
Complex overlaps of actors – involving the State and civil society, politics and
administration, centre and periphery – therefore dilute the borders between public and
private, decision and implementation, and distinct territorial levels, with talk of
“governance” instead of “government.” In a situation in which the rule becomes the
dispersal of competences required for action, as well as the multiplication of channels and
interdependences between different levels of government, institutions, sectors of activity,
and agents in general (Kooiman, 1993; Jouve, 1995), there is no unified basis for integrating
the logics of actors. Having lost its main attributes and social regulation tools, the State finds

8
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itself subjected to unpredictable processes of confrontation involving agents and networks
which differ greatly among themselves.
For public authority, each step must now be measured, negotiated, respectful of the
singularity of situations and admitting interlocutors holding growing levels of organisation,
technical qualifications and demands. Governance means that public administration must
deal with participants guided by very different rationales, coming from a competitive society
and who impose themselves on the State. The stress is on the end of the monopoly enjoyed
by government actors in decision-making processes, as hierarchical governing practices are
replaced by more horizontal, cooperative and consensual modes of organisation (between
public and private, centre and periphery). In these configurations, which draw on the private
sector and the most dynamic social groups, no organisation enjoys full autonomy. Even if it
wishes to impose a measure of control, it depends on others, in apparatuses in which no one
holds all the power, but all have some portion of it – which tends to render decision-making
mechanisms opaque and makes accountability problematic (Stoker, 1998). That is to say,
public action unfolds in an organisational system which is far from the degree of coherence
and completeness we used to associate with the government machinery. The objective,
linear and instrumental action of the State is dissolved by the interplay of actors (public,
private, associative) which envelops it at every level. Very diverse interests and powers
interfere in public options, in a scenario where participants’ fragmentation and individualism
– in a permanent “rival partners” attitude – is the rule (Gaudin, 1999). With them, public
authority has no choice but to negotiate.
Thus, the State is stripped of its role as sole authority, being left with the role of initiator,
or instigator (Donzelet and Estèbe, 1994), of networks and partners relevant for public
functions. The underlying assumption is that the State does not possess, on its own, the
agility and efficiency required for “operational” performances, limiting the impetus of a
“liberated” civil society and of the “living” forces in the territories. Hostile to centralised
forms of control, the latter give preference to “flexible” project coordination – i.e.
conducting dynamics from “below,” with no hierarchical and bureaucratic commands
holding back the necessary pragmatism. Investing in functional skills and in the virtues of
management, they devalue the institutional representation of politics, championing the
opening up of the political to the market. The intention is to legitimise those who are in a
position to handle public policies according to business criteria, emphasising multipolar
9
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cooperation and negotiation networks, informal relations and the flexible arrangements of
partnerships, especially those which bring together distinct social universes.
Hence the transfer of decision-making to specialised networks, to which the massive
instrumentation of public policies has been bringing comfort (Lascoumes and Le Galès,
2005). Mechanisms for control and discipline, calculating and estimating, technical
evaluation and codification of “governability” (Foucault) become widespread, entailing not
just the “depoliticisation” of government activity – the issues of legitimacy and power are
shed in favour of “problem solving” – but also the prominence of networks of experts
without whom nothing seems to work.11. Comprising “intimates” or “partners” whose status
is defined by possession of specific types of knowledge, converging interests or a common,
inter-peer past, such networks can be endowed with transparency and internal consistency.
That is to say, they can be legible and open to participation from “within,” but they tend to
prove opaque to the outside, lacking transparency, openness or codification compatible with
other sectors, networks, and the public at large (Papadopoulos, 1995). At the end of the
spectrum, important decisions may fall under the aegis of technocracies that are
impermeable to public scrutiny, following “the tendency to hand over the debate to those
who have the reputation of possessing modern skills and know-how” (Gaudin, 1995: 55).
More often, decision-making relies only on agents selected because they are specialists or
representatives of interests who are legitimised to intervene in public policy. Whatever the
case may be, they always reflect the weight of the “local orders” (Friedberg, 1993)
established by networks, fragmenting the State and society to such an extent that they can
become a major risk for citizenship and for democracy. As Rouban (1999: 2) states,
“networks are not necessarily democratic, and more often create communities than they do
citizens.”
It therefore comes as no surprise that these complex and unstable universes – peopled by
competitive agents, and in which the former “certainties structured” by State norms give
way to “non-structured uncertainties” (Duran and Thoenig, 1996) in a vaguely organised
anarchy – introduce profound deficits in notions of the common good. The “general
interest” becomes controversial, as the idea of a broadly encompassing interest loses
credibility. Self-organised groups or networks now intervene in the definition of the “general
11

Lorrain (2004: 165) argues that elected officials have given way to experts, just as in the world of business
Schumpeterian entrepreneurs have been replaced by Burnham managers.
10
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interest,” conditioning deliberations negotiated with them. The result is that between
networks and interests, on one side, and normatively oriented institutions, on the other, the
space for possibilities, controversies and competition has become magnified. Opportunities
for cooperation, convergent views, the integration of goals between the public and the
private, the state apparatus and networks, may emerge, as stressed by optimistic versions of
“governance.” Nevertheless, zones of friction and confrontation are more obvious.
Understanding and compromises may appear, but almost always on sectoral issues, under
tension and on the brink of stalemate. This means also that state authorities, economic
forces and associations become involved in a permanent dispute in which public
accountability and legibility tend to blur.12 Public policies have come to be based on
explanations of the “‘communalisation’ type, which insist on the fabrication of socially
and/or geographically restricted (to certain groups and/or certain territories) compromises,
on compromises between levels of management – local, national and international – as well
as on agreements achieved through the fabrication of common referents, or, in other words,
shared cognitive senses” (Massardier, 2003: 64).
In addition, massive recourse to highly complex technical and legal devices in conducting
public life means that power ceases to be in citizens’ hands and even those of government
officials, to become incorporated into “instruments that operate as technical systems
independently of actors” (Lorrain, 2005: 189). This entails a severe restriction of the
perspectives of those intervening in the public sphere, producing a loss of meaning and a
feeling of “impotence” and discomfort vis-à-vis political activity. In the face of the
“autopilots” of specialised fields (political, legal, technical), with their own temporalities and
obeying sometimes remote influences, we are not only deprived of an overall view of things,
but the great principles of public action (social justice, democracy, the common good) and
the personal relation between elected representatives and citizens fade away. Interfering in
public policies is left to whoever manages – discreetly and strategically, far from public
scrutiny – to condition them even before they see the light of day.
Accordingly, the intention of building more just and coherent societies vanishes, as
ongoing changes in the practice of citizenship attest. The favouring of the economic and
12

Anglo-Saxon theory has shown how, in public action, all linearity can be suppressed, with procedures taking
on an essentially “incremental” character. This leads to “organised anarchy” (Cohen, March and Olsen, 1972) or
to the “disjunctive incrementalism” of “muddling through,” i.e. to a governing practice whose sole objective is
to reach mutual adjustments between the interacting parties (Lindblom, 1959).
11
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social aspects of citizenship transforms growing strata of the population into producersconsumers of social services, that is, providers-beneficiaries deprived of political citizenship
proper (Schnapper, 1994b: 15). The fragmentation of the State into policies and sectors
managed on the basis of “expertise” leads therefore to an equally fragmented view of the
citizen. This highlights the economically and socially assigned condition of each person – that
of consumer of policies manufactured by experts, rather than that of someone integrated in
a territory, to be viewed under the prism of his/her capability as regards politics, his/her
attachments or identity.13.
Finally, the image of the State that emerges is that of an array of forces, organisations or
agencies in permanent competition, like a “composite aggregate of heterogeneous
elements, each one with its own politics and rationale” (Timsit, 2004: 306). The impression is
of a fragmented machine, poorly driven by bureaucratic rigidity and liable to moulding by
different interests, less authoritarian and more “negotiated” (Streeck and Schmitter, 1985;
Ruivo, 1993), whose parts do not work with a view to a coherent whole. Coordination of
State activity does, in fact, appear to be constantly based on negotiations, rivalries and
internal alliances (Poggi, 1996: 32), following corporative or lobbying rationales that
undermine the notion of a coherent whole. More than the expression of a collective will, the
State can perhaps be described as a field of competing forces.

3. “Proximity” and territories as actors
It may now seem strange to speak of ongoing processes of public action renewal, referring,
specifically, to socio-political aspects that are coherently and efficiently organised, involving
multi-level participation within a specific socio-institutional framework, with a view to
achieving the “common good.” However, this is the case when focusing on the importance
which “proximity,” the “territories,” subsidiarity, local partnerships, the delegating of
competences “downward,” in sum, the philosophy and the range of instruments in the
hands of local government, has taken on in Europe over the past decades. This importance
cannot be overstated, and all these aspects point clearly to an option for the “local” as a
factor in revitalising public life. In other words, the territory has become a new principle in
public action and local powers vehicles for reintegrating the particular into the general, or
13

The purpose is to convert the citizen into “the user, supported or excluded, or some such term that fits the
consumer or the client of the private sector” (Pongy, 1997: 123-124).
12
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the individual into the collective, in the pressing struggle to keep “together the different
parts of the social body” (Lorrain, 2000: 39).
This option has been disseminated by successive instruments which have given it
material form and made it irreversible. The purpose of decentralisation is to modernise
public action and renew the legitimacy of public authorities. Indeed, this has been the
driving force behind many reforms in the European political systems in the past decades,
committed as they are to recovering government authority, reconciling citizens with their
representatives and rebuilding social ties. The virtues attributed to proximity contexts are
expected to bring greater transparency and accountability to public decision-making, as well
as greater speed on the part of the ruling class in responding to people’s problems, meeting
their needs of territorial identification and of a more participatory democracy, open to civil
society.14
In addition, proximity responds to a European Union mobilised around principles such as
subsidiarity and participation, which are at the operational core of its programmes. In this
sense, Europe, too, has favoured the movement of “territorialisation of public problems,
which cannot be uniformly addressed at central level and whose issues have to be
considered and formulated on a case by case basis by proximity actors” (Mabileau, 1997:
357).15 This led to the establishment, in several countries, of a more “intergovernmental”
framework involving centres and peripheries, placing on a more balanced plane –
characterised by greater dialogue and mutual respect – relations until then viewed as being
simply of a hierarchical nature or of dependence of peripheral agents vis-à-vis central
directives.16

14

“Proximity” has become the magic formula, the totem-word or new fetish of the political world (Lefevbre,
2001). The idea is that, “in order to be effective, certain processes of action presuppose mutual involvement,
exchange, coordination, swiftness in management and in mobilising resources, flexibility and adaptation, all of
which require relations of proximity (in the physical and geographical senses of the term)” (Lefevbre, 2001:
117-118).
15
Authors who have addressed “multi-level governance” highlight the structure of opportunities that European
construction has opened up for regional and urban power configurations. By broadening their room for action
and their range of resources, Europe has converted them into actors in their own right, both at domestic and
European level.
16
Analysis shows that this was never the case. Rather, it reveals the extent to which peripheral “forces” have
always been dynamic and creative in the dialectical tension with the centre (Chevallier, 1978; Ruivo, 2000a).
Between centre and periphery there have always been communication and exchange circuits which have never
been mere channels for the mechanical absorbing of the centre’s determinations by the periphery. On the
contrary, they respect the exchanges, interactions and interdependent links which make political systems a
dynamic construction between centre and periphery.
13
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Thus, if on the one hand the market, individualism and social complexity force the State
to draw back, on the other, conditions have been created for intermediate territories, such
as cities and regions, to be able to emerge as an alternative stage for integrating actors,
organising forces and regulating socio-political realities.17 Governability can thus be renewed
by drawing on the capacity for reflection and action mobilised by different actors in
territories, where interests are more tangible and alternative forms of public action may be
promoted. Public-private partnerships, infrastructure management involving technical
personnel, politicians and public service beneficiaries, extensive harmonisation of different
perspectives and consultation of populations, all this within frames of flexible decisionmaking, appear to be the new ways of “manufacturing” the political discernible in the
territories.
To the extent that public and private organisations have, in certain places, gained shape
and coherence, forming configurations of actors driven by territorialised programmes,
“collective territorial actors” of an urban or regional nature may emerge, together with the
redefining of the populations’ identities and collective meanings. This occurs in a context in
which the European dimension is fundamental, given the recognition of territorial ambitions
by the EU (Jeffery, 1997) and its normative influence on member States, pressuring them to
adopt a favourable attitude towards subsidiarity and decentralised administration.18
Therefore, the networks of actors, the strategies and interests that interfere in public
policies, despite their disaggregated, polycentric and even chaotic nature, can become more
coordinated in territorial scenarios. The territory will give rise to a new form of constructing
the political, superimposing “transversal,” “concerted,” “cooperative,” “co-produced” and
“hybrid” modes of organisation over state and professional sector apparatuses. In more
diffuse or integrated ways, city and regional government agents will forge modes of
strategic action inserted in “project” dynamics, “contract” logics, “public-private
partnership,” local identities. This will create an alternative to the sectoral, fragmented and
technocratic treatment of issues (social exclusion, sustainable development, public
17

As argued by Le Galès (1998: 231), Europe’s nation-states have lost part of their ability to regulate and
structure society, but other territories have emerged as sites of social and political regulation. These are
precisely the infra-national territories – cities and regions – which can regulate interests, groups and
institutions.
18
This type of consideration is based on the premise that the field of possibilities, institutional learning and
guiding principles conveyed by the European Union now guide subnational authorities, reinforcing their
competences and resources.
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transport, cultural activities, etc.): a transversal, global approach, unified by a territorial
perimeter which is favourable to cooperation. As Donzelet and Estèbe state, “the territory
joins together in concrete terms that which sectorialisation separates in the abstract” (1994:
22-23).
This is why “governance” has been much debated at the local level, at a time when
territories appear to be revitalised by “systems of actors who are responsible for a
substantial number of public policies and for the production of common tools for the
management of the collective” (Duran, 1999: 17). The argument is that progress in
decentralisation reforms, on the one hand, and in European construction, on the other,
coupled with territorial logics in the economy, has reinforced networks of actors and
institutions, leadership structures and strategies at territorial level, and the State must now
adjust to this scenario. Because the State has had to resort to contractual procedures with
local organisations and authorities, analyses have called attention to these new power
articulations, suggesting that an innovative political-administrative architecture is emerging
from cities and regions. State authority does not disappear, but rather finds news functions
in coordinating the negotiating capabilities of actors in the field (Duran and Thoenig, 1996).
The State becomes in fact a crucial mediator in the transition to collective action at the
territorial level. It knows that it may be submerged by the dynamics associated with the
multiple, fluid and contingent configurations which it helps to create (Saez, 1997). However,
not being in a position to resume its erstwhile omnipresent and controlling role, which
would mean the failure of cooperation with the actors in “the field,” it will have to learn to
envision itself as a “State in relation,” a system conjoining phenomena, which, involved in
social relations, defines itself essentially by how it manages this involvement.
In turn, local spaces, cities or regions will acquire a new prominence by resorting to
figures other than elected local representatives in the mediation, definition and
implementation of public action, thus reinforcing their respective systems of political
organisation. “Civil society,” notably, can be called upon to participate in the complex
coalitions which, emerging from territories, now deal with the broad range of issues
addressed by public policies.
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3.1. Aspects of local governance

For all these reasons, political science has attached great importance to the forms of
collective action in territories. Notions of “political exchange” (Négrier and Jouve, 1998),
leadership (Smith and Sorbets, 2003), and political culture (Cefaï, 2001) are now applied to
territorial contexts. Neo-Marxist perspectives of “power structures” (Hunter, 1953), “growth
coalitions” (Logan and Molotoch, 1987) and “post-Fordism” (Harvey, 1992; Jessop, 1994)
have certainly been applied to local realities for a long time. Now, however, analysis has
evolved towards illustrating “urban regimes” (Stone, 1989), public-private partnerships
(Lorrain, 1995), “strategic” planning and management (Demesteere and Padioleau, 1992;
Healey et al., 1997; Bouinot and Bermills, 1995), “projects” (Ingallina, 2001; Pinson, 2005),
“governance” (Harding, 1993; Jouve and Lefèvbre, 1995; Stoker, 1999; Leresche, 2001) and
actor networks (Novarina, 1997), among other topics, in the urban context. Studies refer to
social capital and political capacity in the regions (Putnam, 1993; Pasquier, 2004), and offer
interpretations of the new regionalism in Europe (Keating, 1998) as well as parameters for
organisational innovation at the regional level (Cooke, 1997). Lastly, they refer to “collective
actors” and to the interplay of identities, interests and organisations in territories,
highlighting new possibilities for the common good (Ascher and Godard, 1999), about to be
reborn as a “territorial construct” (Lascoumes and Le Bouhris, 1998).
Among this set of notions, let us consider that of “urban regime.” Based on the systems
of cooperation which, in certain cities,19 bring together actors from the economic and
political arenas, cultural associations and universities, it points to the possibility of a
coherent and “fair” governability in those complex worlds which are today’s large cities. It
speaks of collective action (i.e. “capacity to govern”) in the territory, referring notably to the
informal arrangements among very different categories of actors who are willing to
negotiate and fashion common goals, as well as share their resources in order to accomplish
them. This means that, in urban spaces, coalitions can be formed among diversified actors,
devoted to partnerships and joint action. This gives cities political capacity and considerable
governing autonomy. Beyond institutional, sectoral or personal cleavages, cooperation and
trust systems arise, interconnecting very different partners. And if cooperation and loyalty
must allow everyone to derive material and short-term benefits from the political “game,”
nonetheless they also point to lengthy processes of construction and learning as to the most
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desirable modalities of action, where collective problems are handled with shared norms
and procedures, implying the development of a culture of compromise among the different
segments of local forces.
Urban projects, adopted as unifying goals, can provide a fundamental impetus to this.20
And they illustrate the broader use now made of the notion of “project,” it, too, with its
“territorial” aspect – precisely that of the “project” as a gauge of the potentialities of
collective action in territories.21
Calame and Talmant assert that, “in a society, the project is that which keeps people
active. It is simultaneously a collective identity, the conviction that it is possible to escape
impotence, that the passive experiencing of events is not inevitable, in sum, it is a desire for
collective meaning” (1997: 119-120). The project occurs when “a human community
becomes aware that what unites it is greater than what separates it,” relying on the effects
of culture and awareness of the public good which facilitate “the transformation of a dream
into collective imaginary and then into strategy” (Calame and Talmant, 1997: 121). Besides,
a project is not “the performing of pre-defined operations, but an investment in the
collective ability to seize or engender opportunities. A project is the constitution of a
collective intelligence. Ultimately, there is no project without mutual respect and friendship,
because the project is the central element in an alliance. To make a project is to take part in
an affective adventure” (ibid.: 121).
According to this view, projects are a means of creating unity of action in atomised
systems, prompting forms of cooperation which would otherwise not occur. On the other
hand, when “project” and “governance” are combined in territories, the assumption is that
there is some capacity for self-government at the urban or regional level, bringing together
forces and interests coming from distinct provenances. That is to say, one does not think so
much in terms of “concrete action systems” (Friedberg, 1993) – which are more or less
19

The case of Atlanta, described in Clarence Stone’s work, is a case in point.
Even if the gains obtained from projects benefit some more than others, favouring the economic elite (as
proved by many analyses), the perception that lesser gains can nonetheless reach a large number of recipients
is important for actors in the field.
21
Territorial analysis partakes of that logic of the “project” with which we now assess ways of being and doing
things. As Ehrenberg notes, “the notions of project, motivation and communication are now the norm. They
have entered our customs and become a habit to which we, from the top to the bottom of the social hierarchy,
have learned to adapt” (2000: 16). In the imperative of the project we find the mark of a time in which “the
norm is no longer supported by guilt and discipline, but by responsibility and initiative […] the individual is
faced with a pathology of insufficiency, rather than with the pain of guilt, with a universe of malfunctioning,
rather than with that of the law” (ibid.: 16).
20
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volatile, set up by outside action and kept in place simply for certain initiatives or goals – as
in terms of a dynamic that is intrinsic to territories, that transmutes them into “collective
actors” of some durability. Territories, then, appear as “contexts that have their own
agenda, capacity for action and modes of regulation: territories that are capable of
representing themselves as societies and collective actors acting in a context of territorial
competition” (Pinson, 2002: 234).22
Projects may constitute a means for territories to put themselves forward to the outside
world, based on the “specialised” skills which can be developed in them (Pinson and Vion,
2000). But, of equal or even greater importance, they organise collective action within their
own universes. Testing the actual devolution of power to the territories, they express the
capacity of each context to produce its own coalitions and solidarities – personal,
institutional, reticular – around operating consensuses and shared visions as to territorial
interests. In this sense, “project” implies processes of interaction that reduce uncertainty,
enable learning and knowledge production, as well as collective decisions which constitute
the territory as a community in action.
For this reason, actors’ cooperation and legitimation in projects should not depend on or
be centred around local institutions and politicians. The argument is that, in a real “project”
dynamic, cooperation and mutual trust between participants emerge from a labour of
densification of horizontal relations, producing identities and work teams which institute the
territory as a sui generis political space. This occurs, naturally, in the sphere of public
intervention, since it is the latter that provides the incentive for, and benefits from, the fact
that the parties involved in “governance” feel the need to take “a view of the general
interest that is accepted by others,” accommodating the agreements established on the
basis of projects or on “the definition of ends that are of common interest” (Marcou, 1997:
18). Above all, “projects” make an inventory of the relational, material and cognitive local
resources, assessing the extent to which they are activated in the construction of structures
for action based on interactions and on territorial identity. The ability to act collectively,
which projects express, must also be met by particular modes of regulation, shared

22

Projects express themselves, for instance, in urban political operations that articulate a prospective and
identity-based dimension with an operational dimension, in the shape of major urban and/or economic
transformations that mobilise multiple actors and resources. They involve partnership methods, the successive
negotiation of goals and ways of implementing them, as well as interaction between the different stages of the
project (Pinson, 2004).
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representations of the future, challenges and controversies recognised as important, and a
degree of cognitive harmonisation, endowing cities with the traits of a cultural and political
system. This factor is all the more important as international competition between
territories is in large measure decided according to the cohesion displayed by their systems
of actors – in their ability to build new forms of bargaining, relations of trust and consensus
transcending party, hierarchy or interest-based lines, bypassing politicised procedures in
favour of broad-based social mobilisation rooted in civil society. Only thus can stability be
brought to the cooperative game among the actors, leading them to discover common
interests and feelings of belonging, to invest in dialogue and in interdependence, in
reciprocity and common identity, territorialising their strategies, especially in economic
terms.23
“Governance” is then associated with this ideal type of “project of territory.” It
contributes towards debating the extent to which each city or region finds, in its
representative bodies and figures, the means and the will – skills, material resources,
operational instruments, mental predisposition, practical interest – to collectively assume
modernising projects: urban regeneration, transport and mobility, environmental, scientific
and other projects. Since what is required is that projects bring together multiple
participants and serve a collective purpose, what is important is the fact that they can
mobilise diversified networks and groups in territories, in an open and participated relational
system (not imposed by the will of politicians), making the territory exist as a political
subject, a territorial collective actor.
Finally, the notion of “common good as territorial construct” (Lascoumes and Le Bourhis,
1998) is all the more applicable as the differentiation of the stages on which public policies
are played out appeals to modes of management that are less standardised and more
specific to each place. The idea is that “discussion fora” in the territories may increasingly
give rise to rules for framing agents and interventions in the field, creating joint-work habits
that will lead to valid agreements on development and problem-solving. To speak of the
“common good” as a territorial construct is to say that the interplay of identities, interests
and oppositions in territories, very often resulting in competitive “jousts,” can be resolved
23

These are all aspects which the political establishment is in no condition to ensure, and it may even thwart
them: “[T]he political establishment thus revises its role. It is no longer the main actor in the mediation and
legitimation of actors. Instituting a territory involves, rather, processes of legitimation of interests and of social
actors among themselves” (Pinson, 2002: 251).
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by mutual learning, favoured by interactions that lead to the adjusting of interests and to
the reciprocal accommodation of the identities of those involved. Since interests and
identities are not immutable, oppositions and clashes may represent an opportunity for
interchange, teaching players how to deal, in a positive manner, with the initial antagonisms.
What is important is that disagreements be subjected to procedures which can give rise to
new perceptions of each actor’s initial interests and positions, so that a sufficiently
operational understanding of the general territorial interest can be reached. Thus, it is
argued that conditions obtain in the territories to set up frameworks for adjusting competing
identities and interests – even without formal devices or substantive goals determining
interactions a priori – where the power of the State is reduced, at best, to “convening” the
actors (Calame and Talmant, 1997; Ruivo, 2000b).24
The widespread conviction is that the technicist model which the political-administrative
system grew accustomed to will be counterbalanced by a deliberatory model, characterised
by the permanent adjusting of heterogeneous interests, the insertion of new actors in
decision-making and the possibility of successively adapting, for a given territory, the goals
agreed upon and the means to achieve them. That is to say, a model grounded in procedural
policies defining interaction frames, where at each step the search for the common
“territorial” interest is reactivated. What is essential is the setting up of territorial devices
that ensure “organised interactions, modes of joint work, the formulation of collective
agreements. Whereas classic public action presupposes the prior definition of the ‘general
interest’, procedural action builds in stages a localised ‘common good’ that ensures the
coherence and legitimacy of decisions” (Lascoumes and Le Bourhis, 1998: 40).25
Institutionalising these new ways of doing politics will entail the valorising of the agreements
reached, their use as references for the future and the possibility of “exporting” the
common good thereby achieved to territories exhibiting similar problems.
In sum, such an understanding of the “local” presents it as a space for harmonisation,
negotiation, projects, resulting in “a concept of territory as a political construct based on
24

Problem-solving rules and principles will gain significance in a given context, irrespective of whether national
or sectoral goals and criteria are adhered to.
25
On one side, there is the pragmatism of declared purposes and the malleability of procedures, making the
local particularities of problems a matter of priority, but open to their evolution over time; on the other, the
democratic aspect of the free clash of interests and dialogue between opposing viewpoints, with “structures of
cooperation on the definition of local issues, working methods and decisions to be made” (Lascoumes and Le
Bourhis, 1998: 40).
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interactions” (Autès, 2001: 21). The territory, conceived as a “project territory” through the
work of the actors who decide to do something in cooperation, will thus re-establish the
essence of the political: building something in common.26

4. Desires and realities
The notions above run the risk of being merely a stereotyped and normative view of things,
based on theoretical formulations and wishful thinking, rather than on analysis of actual
political practice. There are indeed many studies that contradict the assumptions sketched
out above, with ample reference to situations at the antipodes of what they postulate.
Among other things, these studies are attentive to the weight of institutions and the
resistance to change in each situation, both nationally and locally.
Let us consider, for instance, the ways in which the central government has reassessed
and controlled local government in the United Kingdom over the past few decades. To
impose private management on local authority services, central authorities in the UK
demolished to a significant extent the conditions for local autonomy, dismantling even the
notion of territorial public service (Le Galès, 2005). This proved to be, in fact, a process of
power recentralisation, mediated by control instruments used by government agencies to
impose the “new public management” to local governments, entangling them in a tight
bureaucratic net. Going against the grain of any kind of negotiated “governance,” these
processes of supervision and technical auditing, incitement to competition and “value for
money,” the measurement of performances and the ranking of local councils, set up in the
name of the “entrepreneurialisation” of the public sector, created enormous tension
between local authorities and government. As a result, the UK continues to be one of the
most centralised countries in Europe, where local authorities display great fragility. This
occurred while the strategic priorities of the territories and the specific needs of the
population were “left aside, in favour of competition to obtain the highest mark, a symbol of
political and professional success” (Le Galès, 2005: 263).
In turn, the territorialisation of public action in France has been riddled with
contradictions, at every turn mitigated by the “return of the State” and by corporative logics,
26

Communication, interaction, negotiation between actors in political and social fields produce the territory as
a legitimate category for public action. In this sense, notions such as proximity, efficacy, participation and
citizenship are the new materials of a political world built around the local: “[G]overnance, contracts, projects
have become the new instruments of a public action under reconstruction” (Autès, 2001: 22).
21

RCCS Annual Review, 1, September 2009

Territories Named Desire

as well as the personal control wielded by local elected officials over processes supposed to
provide greater openness, participation, transparency and supra-municipal articulation of
local policies.27 In a country where the general interest is still understood as being
consubstantial with the action of the State, according to Mérieux (2005), “subsidiarity”
remains the exception, and it is difficult to combine the common interest with handing over
to actors other than the State the means to produce public action at local level.28 For
example, contractualising policies between government and local authorities appear to
many to be reviving centralisation and unequal power relations between the State and local
government, representing yet another opportunity to impose the centre’s conditions on
local “partners.” Under the guise of negotiations between parties on an equal footing, there
is a return to old imbalances, with the national referents and interests still overriding local
priorities and referents.
If this is the situation in France, in most European countries “contractual cooperation is
equally dependent on traditional modes of State action” (Marcou, 1997: 37). According to
Marcou, there is still a great lack of transparency in contractualisation practices between the
French State and local authorities. Indeed, French mayors, retaining exclusive control of
territorial representation in State structures, are still in a position to override municipal
opposition and participatory experiments when public contracts are established.
As a result, the optimism of notions of “contractualisation” and “governance,” always
ready to praise the democratic bent of the new partnerships and articulations, is very often
disclaimed by the fact that leaders (both elected and technical) find it easier to identify with
the administrative, economic and professional elites than with the population (Biarez, 1999).
Under the mantle of territorial governance, there is often to be found a decision-making
structure where economic agents merely participate if material gain is considerable and
their view of interests predominates, with popular and associations’ demands being left to
ever more dwindling and uncertain public resources. Where participatory policies are

27

Lascoumes and Le Bourhis had already pointed to the obstacles to deliberatory practices inherent in the
construction of a “common good” in the territory. Factors such as the perpetuation of exclusivist relations,
limited to certain groups and networks, on the part of the local political class, intent on keeping its hold on
power by means of occasional, case-by-case negotiations with local actors, to whom it does not provide the
means or the political will with which to form general and collective agreements in the territory, are still very
much a fact of life.
28
The author notes that “‘subsidiarity’ continues to be considered in derogatory terms – a system of
exceptions included in the legal apparatus itself – rather than in ‘suppletive’ terms, which would attest to the
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concerned, things are very often left undone, especially in large cities, favouring the major
businesses and representative economic bodies (Chambers of Commerce and Industry,
business confederations), rather than the associations or the population at large (Lefèvre,
2005).
This is undoubtedly yet another sphere where the historical weight of national cultures is
decisive (Heinelt, 2002). Nothing in fact can ensure that a fair and judicious selection of
participants, their mutual trust and understanding, or the change in notions of citizenship
required by participatory dynamics will occur. Besides, many studies prove that traditional
mediation organisations (political parties and trade unions, churches, lobbies) always find
ways of framing debates and leading participatory processes. Popular strata, inhibited by
multiple disadvantages, tend to remain absent, and the mobilisation of the middle classes
usually occurs only to safeguard privileges and individual well-being.29. In the case of French
cities, once again the procedures of participatory democracy appear, over time, to have
consolidated the power of the usual representative figures (Caillosse, 1999), especially the
mayors. The needs of political socialisation and of internalising the rules of the game set
down by politicians, the asymmetries in information between social groups, the degree of
expertise required for many debates, do not simply drive away those whose resources are
weaker, but have reinforced local government leaders’ capacity to co-opt civil society’s
“legitimate representatives.”30
For these reasons, it comes as no surprise to find, for the French context, accounts of the
opacity, muddle, disarticulation between levels of intervention, monopolisation and
personalisation of power, the undermining of participatory democracy and the depletion of
deliberatory assemblies, contempt for transparency and the politicising of projects, the
reinforcing of rural/urban asymmetries and the “return of the State,” which decentralisation
was able to trigger, protect or establish. Mabileau (1997) concludes that in no other
will of the State as to the opening up of a space of relative autonomy for the construction of a ‘territorial
common good’” (Mérieux, 2005: 29).
29
An entire school of interpretation insists on “the limits of the phenomenon, the effects of legitimation of
asymmetrical power structures that it induces, the collusion between elites and the clientelist cooptation that
pervade it, the distortions that social inequalities cause even in participatory practices” (Bacqué et al., 2005:
16).
30
This gave rise to veritable mediation and participation professionals (Jouve, 2005), a new kind of notable
sacralised at local level by the cognitive and instrumental skills they manage to garner and which bring them
into the orbit of local government. The creation of “Development Councils,” in cities exceeding 50,000
inhabitants, by the Voynet law (no. 99-533 of 25 June 1999) played a part in this “confiscation of the public
debate by local notables” (ibid.).
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democratic country is the monopolistic power of local authorities so entrenched as in
France. The possibilities of accessing central power agencies and the rules of “contact
democracy,” coupled lately with communication and image strategies, as well as
prerogatives regarding the coordination of the local institutions that have been created,
have turned municipal leaders into major “game masters.”31 Where Mény (1992) speaks of a
“republic of fiefdoms,” others see the contradictory effect of decentralisation and of the
“perverting of local democracy” in a regime of new feudal lords, so entrenched in
decentralised France (Hureaux, 2004).
This analysis may be applicable to other countries of the “South,” should there be
confirmation that local administration systems in Southern Europe have adhered very little
to the new public management and remain faithful to more classic practices (John, 2001).
We know that in Portugal advances in decentralisation have been weak. Regionalisation and
the establishment of successful metropolitan institutions having failed, the periphery
remains under the sway of the “paradigm of continuous and interminable centralisation”
(Monteiro, 1996: 22). Nevertheless, similarities with the diagnosis presented above are
undeniable. This is both because any attempt at organisation in territorial contexts is
constrained by strict dependence on the centre (in political, administrative, strategic and
financial terms), and because, in a democracy characterised by the concentration of power
in the hands of local government leaders, links between the centre and the territories
continue to be made through more personalised channels, and the influence of elected
assemblies and of socially and politically heterogeneous groups is residual. Privilege is
granted to the mayor’s network of collaborators, and institutions or opinions of a more
public nature are sidelined, if not infrequently alienated (Ruivo and Francisco, 1998/1999).
Besides, in a social worlds dominated by personal forms of interaction, it is the longevity in
office of local government officials which assures the forms of integration and continuity
deemed necessary, rather than some “territorial” culture of managing projects or seeking

31

With decentralisation, the “mayoral” model was reinforced, giving the chief executive “an unprecedented
prominence, derived from the confusion of territorial authorities (he is simultaneously head of the
administration and president of the council assembly) and from the general weakness of political parties at
local level” (Nay, 2003: 213). The bureaucratisation of the major French local councils, and the fact that they
are endowed with technical powers, paradoxically increases the “monarchisation” of local authorities, with
elected assemblies being left with the role of echoing chambers: “The work of constructing a public agenda
continues to be, in practice, controlled by the boss, who relies on […] a rearguard composed of a few men and
women united by political allegiance, closet secrets and strongly informal work rules” (ibid.).
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the common good based on multi-participated frameworks.32 Cooperation, “pertinent”
mobilisation, structures of trust, “strategy” and local identity, in sum, the attributes of socalled “social capital,” as well as current notions of “governance” and “project,” have to be
viewed as dependent on the attributes of certain leaders – namely those with privileged
links with different State sectors or services – around whom relational networks are
organised with a view to enjoying the opportunities offered by public policies. It will
therefore make little sense to search, in local universes in Portugal, for the kind of
institutional efficacy and strategic action which history, culture, the global economy or
decentralisation have driven forward in other contexts, building relations of trust and
collective action among different societal sectors.
In the case of Portugal, there is a considerable distance between local government elites,
on one side, and the social structure and social partners in general, on the other. The result
is that the mayor’s job becomes closed in on itself and on the mayor’s group of associates. In
practice, as privileged interlocutors of the State, in a society in which European integration
reinforced the dependence on frames of reference and consensus established by the State
(Reis, 2004),33 the locally elected mayors are not only the cornerstone of “territorial
governance,” but also one of the main obstacles to its evolution.
It is thus unrealistic to believe that the well-known difficulties experienced by Portuguese
society in the autonomous organisation of interests can be overcome at local level, without
the State laying down the parameters for relevant action. The rule is the “relative absence of
joint dynamics” (Mozzicafreddo et al., 1991: 146), correlative with a presumed culture of
passivity on the part of local citizens vis-à-vis local politics (Rocha, 1989) and with the fact
that the mayor’s team is at the centre of the interests, rather than the strategies,34 that
guide local development. This contributes to that peculiarity of Portuguese society
designated by Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2003) as the “absence of a project,” as it does to
the “localist” drift of any attempt at supra-municipal, metropolitan or regional rationalising
of the administrative machinery.

32

The position taken recently by the National Local Government Association with regard to the possibility of
limiting the duration of local government mandates is a symptom of the important role played by political
longevity in local officials’ sway over local spaces.
33
Access to EU funding crystallised old functional and relational situations of dependence, with EU policy-based
modernisation emphasising the centrality of the State and its policies.
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Moreover, the difficulties faced by inter-municipal associations, which work merely on a
basis of isolated agreements, under-ambitious goals and for party-political pressure ends
(Portas, 1988: 64), reveal another facet of Portuguese society: strong socio-territorial
segmentation (Medeiros, 1988). This implies that any form of metropolitan or regional
association has to face principles of exclusion and opposition grounded in regional-cultural
differences. Hence, segmentary socio-territorial differentiations (neighbourhood allegiances,
local patriotism, social segregation inscribed in the differences of habitat) tend to
superimpose themselves onto modalities of cooperation or association, producing regional
spaces that are mere juxtapositions of ego-centred rationalities and personal electioneering.
In these circumstances, to speak of a territorial culture or collective action consciousness is
daring. Especially as the State, in centring political life in the districts – bodies having little
territorial and socio-economic significance, but which are functional for political action –
helps to obstruct territorial rationality and to hypertrophy electoral-political rationality (Reis,
1998).
In sum, dominated by atomistic logics, with a frail history of joint work or notions of a
shared destiny, local government perpetuates a worldview which consolidates
fragmentation and individualistic competition in the territory, and the State has used this to
reinforce its own centrality and to undermine aspirations for more advanced territorial
organisation. This means that Portugal also displays a state-centred model of governance
(Kohler-Koch and Eising, 1999), which, on the one hand, controls the integration of local
government into public policies and, on the other, encourages the patrimonial, personalised
and privatistic appropriation of authority in municipalities, obstructing advances in territorial
governance proper. Furthermore, State centralisation and the self-enclosure of local elites,
in a territorially fragmented and State-dependent society, is not underpinned by a grassroots
“civic culture” (Almond and Verba, 1963; Putnam, 1993) which might make local leaders
adhere to broader structures of solidarity. The co-involvement of public authorities,
interests and heterogeneous social groups in territorial strategies, following logics of
“project” or “common good,” can only be viewed as remote.

34

Local government exists in a “strategic vacuum” which makes it vulnerable to sundry pressures exerted by
local entrepreneurs, and very often its ability to intervene in the economic sphere is curtailed (Mozzicafreddo
et al., 1991: 112).
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Lastly, as for the “territorialising” changes brought about by European construction, here
again the differences between each local-national context remain fundamental,
superimposed over any wishful considerations linked to the European variable (Boisseaux,
2005). That is to say, the opportunities provided by Europe to the territories have to be seen
in the light of their specific institutional and relational configurations, which show different
modes of functioning from country to country. Despite the “Euro-compatibility” ascribed to
territorial institutions and agents, it is very often the case of “window-dressing Eurocompatibility” (ibid.). As noted by Mathiot (1998: 88), what frequently prevails is a kind of
“European acculturation” that “seems less the constitution or fabrication of a new system of
action than the incorporation into the existing system of ‘what it takes to be European’ in
order to appear in Brussels as a reliable partner and thus likely to be helped” (ibid.: 88).
Most of the time, EU policies consolidate the role of existing political-administrative
networks, with no noteworthy forms of protest issuing from the territories.
Thus, “Europeanisation” is not only far from imposing a new constitutional situation on
EU member States (Kohler-Koch, 1998: 53), but the result of its drive to empower territorial
actors and enable them to intervene directly in public policies remains uncertain. Without
underestimating the effects of Europeanisation on the principles and ways of governing at
national level (Radaelli, 2001), we must be aware that the Commission shows no inclination,
for instance, to interfere in the networks that organise public policy at this level, or to do
anything which might in some way arouse mistrust within member States. All the more so
since “it needs the states, and is more interested in policy effectiveness and efficient
delivery than in broad issues of political restructuring” (Keating and Pintarits, 1998: 41). At
best, EU guiding principles, practices and rules are an “offer” linked to financial transfers, i.e.
modalities proposed to territorial agents regarding their relationship with the Commission,
as well as concepts and strategies to improve competitiveness and the capacity for
development of their spaces. However, this is merely “a window of opportunity, a supply
that may or may not meet the demand of individual actors” (Kohler-Koch, 1998: 41). Only a
detailed analysis will allow us to see to what extent the “ideological wrapping” with which
the EU packs its programmes influences member States’ institutional evolution, especially in
what concerns greater territorialisation of policies and the enhancement of systems of
territorial decision-making and public action.
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5. Conclusion
To deny the changes in ways of doing politics and of managing collective life brought about
by the crisis of the State and the processes of its decentralisation, Europe building and
globalisation, is to go against the evidence and, to some extent, assume that inertia is the
rule in the social world. However, if concepts such as territorial “governance” or
perspectives such as that of the territorialisation of public action, presented as a result of
these factors, must be taken seriously, the ample transformation of the political practices
such conceptualisations imply must be relativised. The reason for this is that the new
consensus and ways of doing things that “governance” and “territories” will bring in their
wake are far from assured. In territorial public action, everything still appears to be rooted
in old foundations, as the ability or the will to escape old cognitive frames and outdated
working methods appears to be lacking. Changes in scale cannot here be taken for changes
in the substance of phenomena, as if the formats and norms of public action had made a
clean break with the past. To conceive of territories (local, metropolitan, regional) as a
revitalised source of collective action and a cradle of “strategic” coalitions – freed from
State control, investing in the promotion of territorial identities, energised by “projects,”
“partnerships” or agendas ratified by citizens – means viewing reality still through the prism
of desire. In the growing interdependency which today defines institutions and the
management of public policies, there may be, no doubt, effects of “territoriality” with
enough breadth to change the symbols, the beliefs, the narratives, the power relations and
the operationality of public action. However, evidence shows that we should be cautious in
the assessments we make.
The patterns of regulation and distribution of governments and national traditions are
not gone. Besides, notwithstanding the popularity of notions such as that of “Welfare
municipalities,” the “local” does not replace citizenship (Schnapper, 1994b), nor has the
localist, clientelist, individualistic culture of local government disappeared (Mény, 1994). On
the other hand, professional groups and the interests of economic agents do not easily
adjust to the demands of coherence, transversality and territorial identity, favouring rather
their own “extra-territorial” logics of action. In fact, territorial strategic action is strongly
mitigated by the difficulties of building lasting alignments in territories, given the
discontinuities, the incongruence, dissonance, and specific temporalities of the projects of
individuals, organisations and public policies.
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Hence, without overlooking institutional mimesis and the sense of good practice which
result from the values of proximity, the partnerships and synergies with civil society,
identities, governance, consensus and pragmatism, transparency and participation – among
other references which confer primacy on actors and territorial contexts – the unavoidable
conclusion is that the networks involved in these logics still evince a pronounced tendency
towards reproducing the “identical.” That is to say, the “old” and the “new” exist side by
side with no great hindrance; clientelism is not gone, nor have networks become more
transparent by being localised. In other words, actors still rely, to a large extent, on the
beliefs and ways of acting to which they grew accustomed. It will come as no surprise, then,
to witness situations in which any trace of the “territorial” is at the same time the “State,” or
the State under another guise, as well as situations where territorial specificities are basically
granted by certain socio-economic sectors.
Once again, all of this must be considered on the basis of empirical research, if we are to
understand and account for what is at stake. At best, we can speak of a transition from a
more centralised, hierarchical and technocratic paradigm to new methodologies forged in
territories, which Europe, sustainable development, democracy, and citizenship seems to
require. However, nothing can be taken for granted, the reality of facts tempering
enthusiasm with its complex matrix of continuity and innovation.
Translated by Monica Varese
Revised by Teresa Tavares
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Changing Self-Medication Practices, Lay Knowledge and Rationales*
This text analyses lay knowledge and rationales in which self-medication practices are involved.
After a brief critical review of the main theoretical landmarks in the analysis of lay knowledge
compared with expert knowledge, the objective is to demonstrate the current forms of lay
appropriation and reconversion of expert knowledge and the modes of expertisation that this
shared knowledge reveals. The text discusses, on the one hand, the new forms of lay dependence
on expert knowledge and, on the other, the sociological potential which these forms entail in
terms of the development of new areas of lay autonomy, by focusing on the topic of selfmedication and a typology of modes of lay cognitive construction, namely spontaneous
knowledge, mediated knowledge and confirmed knowledge. The constructed nature of this
knowledge, which is not simply mimetically reproduced from expert sources, reveals the need for
a new epistemological dialogue between the different theoretical trends that explore the
reflexivity of modern societies.
Keywords: Self-medication; types of lay knowledge; lay expertisation; modern reflexivity.

Introduction
In the current phase of modernity, new forms of lay protagonism are emerging within the
field of healthcare which, in turn, indicate that a new sociological matrix is being designed
with regard to lay forms of knowledge and rationales for therapy management.
This introductory statement is based on the view that the traditional dichotomy between
lay and expert rationales – on the basis of which interpretations of each of these spheres
have been constituted – needs to be questioned in the light of the new analytical tools
resulting from sociological theories of modernity and modern reflexivity.
Within the field of healthcare, as in other social fields, lay reference systems are
becoming increasingly evident as open systems, permeable to the assimilation of logics and
concepts produced within expert spheres. One might even say that this permeability to
expert logics has become one of the principal modern means of legitimating and socially
validating expert systems of action. In the field of therapy, this is immediately evident in the
rising demand for, and consumption of, medical solutions for an increasingly wide range of
aspects of human life traditionally managed outside the sphere of medical intervention.
Indeed, whether in the field of healthcare or in any other social field, this expansion of
expertise within everyday life cannot be explained merely as an effect of the development of

*
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science and technology, or simply as the consequence of any technical and ideological
hegemony. In addition to the social weight of these factors, it is also the product of the
actual mediation of the lay population in the social dissemination of expert logics, evident in
a general cultural adherence to the consumption of solutions made available through expert
systems.
Although such cultural adherence is an indisputable fact of modernity, this does not mean
that we are witnessing the withering away or simple satellitisation of the specific rationality
systems of lay universes. That is to say, it does not mean that these universes are being
configured as mere passive recipients, or simple hostages to the forms of rationality and
cognitive authority produced by expert bodies. On the contrary, the new forms of lay
dependence on expertise contain conditions which favour new modes of autonomy and lay
protagonism. It should be emphasized that both autonomy and protagonism have always
been intrinsic to the logic underlying the formation of lay knowledge and rationales. What
appears to be different nowadays are the references that are mobilised to construct these
forms of knowledge and rationales.
One type of lay practice within healthcare whose analysis is particularly appropriate to
the set of premises presented here is the case of self-medication. This is the domain par
excellence in which to capture the diversity of referential sources that shape lay knowledge
and rationales and to understand the contingency and contextual plurality of the specific
configurations which these forms of knowledge and rationales entail.
This analytical exercise is based on research carried out into self-medication practices.
The empirical universe included a total of 309 individuals living in the Lisbon metropolitan
area, equally distributed by sex, aged between 18 and 64, and separated into 3 subgroups,
one containing participants who did not suffer from any chronic illnesses and two others
consisting of participants with diabetes and hypertension, respectively.1 Information was
initially collected by means of a survey which involved administering a questionnaire to all

1

The aim of including individuals with different health trajectories (with and without chronic illnesses) was to
ensure a diverse sample with regard to their differing frequency of contact with the medical system and,
specifically, with medicines. The participants with chronic illnesses were contacted through two health
establishments which specialise in both types of illnesses, and the other participants were contacted in their
workplace, an industrial company.
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individuals, followed by a second phase of in-depth interviews administered to 50 of the
individuals previously interviewed.2
However, prior to this analytical incursion and in order to clarify the theoretical
framework of its problematic, we begin with a brief critical reflection on the models of
analysis that have influenced sociological theory on lay knowledge in healthcare.

Theoretical landmarks in the analysis of lay knowledge in healthcare: A critical review
The starting point for sociological production on lay knowledge in healthcare dates back to
the early 1970s and is represented by the first studies published by Freidson (1970, 1984),
which have become standard reference works for the sociology of healthcare. Freidson was
the first author to confer theoretical visibility on the autonomy of the lay healthcare
universe within the framework of modern societies. One of his conceptual findings in this
area was based on the formulation of the notion of the lay referral system, establishing it as
a new analytical category. The analytical and operational purpose behind this was to
demonstrate that the reference matrix for lay concepts and perceptions of healthcare
consisted of shared representations and experiences within the socio-cultural context of
everyday experiences, rather than experiences resulting from contact with professionals.
The primary importance of this new conceptual tool was that it led to a break with the
Parsonian concepts that had predominated until them – i.e. formulations inspired by
Parsons’s model (1966) of the passive role of the patient – which circumscribed the
reference structure of the lay universes within their relationship to professionals and their
subordination to technical and social authority. In other words, there was no true
recognition of the logic intrinsic to lay universes, which were considered merely passive
receptacles for expert decisions. Any deviation from this passive receptivity fell into the
category of socially deviant and irrational behaviour.
It was precisely as a result of this new theoretical concept introduced by Freidson and the
recognition of the specific identity of lay universes that a series of other work on lay
representations and practices in healthcare began to develop. Their merit was, unarguably,
the contribution they made towards establishing a new understanding of the lay spheres of

2

For more detailed information on the methodology for the research in question, see Lopes (2001, 2003). The
research was carried out through CIES/ISCTE and was funded by INFARMED (National Institute for Medicines
and Health Products) and the FCT (Foundation for Science and Technology) – (POCTI/SOC/36479/99).
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healthcare and their endogenous rationales. However, some results of this new approach
also helped foster – even contrary to their actual analytical intentions – a certain aura of
exoticism for lay universes. Indeed, the intention to establish a firm dividing line between lay
and expert universes and to describe the separate nature of the forms of cognition which
organise each of them, ended up by circumscribing forms of lay knowledge within the
category of beliefs or knowledge rooted in tradition, without recognising their status as
knowledge. This is actually a conceptual view that still has its supporters today, not only in
sociology but also in other branches of the social sciences, in which lay knowledge of
healthcare continues to figure as a kind of exotic cultural item sometimes presented as
something that should be preserved and at other times as the expression of idiosyncrasies
and irrationalities that impede longed-for advances in healthcare.
On a somewhat different note, another thread of analysis has developed parallel to this
which, unlike the previous perspective, is directed primarily towards a relational reading of
expert and lay universes (Navarro, 1976; Hart, 1985). This has involved bringing to light the
power relations which structure interactions between the lay and expert universes. This
therefore made it possible to recognise the subordinate relationship – as well as the
mechanisms supporting it – within which the forms of lay protagonism are inscribed in the
overall framework of professional dominance. Although this focus has the merit of making
the issue of power visible – making it an analytical category indispensable to deciphering the
hierarchical forms of coexistence between separate rationales and forms of knowledge – it
has, on the other hand, taken away the visibility of the forms of lay autonomy that exist even
within the hegemony of an expert rationale.
These conceptual formulations began to be questioned at the end of the 1980s with the
emergence of theoretical approaches to modernity and their contribution towards a new
interpretation of the relationships between lay and expert universes. Within the framework
of these new contributions, three theoretical-analytical categories should be highlighted,
given that they have proved decisive to the new lines of inquiry which, from this time
onwards, began to develop in connection with lay rationales and knowledge.
One of these categories concerns the conceptual structure that encapsulates the notion
of the dissemination of expert systems within everyday life (Giddens, 1992; Beck, 1992). This
gave visibility to the intensifying relationships between the lay population and experts,
enabling new forms of social proximity between both universes to be understood.
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Another of the categories refers to the concept of reflexivity (Giddens, 1992). This
concerns a concept which substantiates and confers visibility on the increasing centrality
which the diffusion of expert information assumes in the constitution of social practices.
The third category refers to the questioning of the notion of science itself as homogenous
knowledge (Santos, 1989, 2000; Giddens, 1992; Nunes, 2001). This leads to the emergence
of new frameworks of uncertainty, as well as to the ambivalent relationship between trust
and scepticism which characterises the relations of lay people with expert information.
It was through this new conceptual configuration that lay forms of knowledge and
rationales on healthcare began to be considered. However, two theoretical trends which
pursue different perspectives can be distinguished.
One trend focuses on the dependence of lay knowledge on expert knowledge – due to
the dissemination of expert systems in everyday life – and accounts for the gradual draining
away of the autonomy of lay knowledge as a result of the increasing colonisation of everyday
lay experience by the hegemony of expert knowledge (Peterson, 1997; Santos, 2000).3
The other trend indicates the increasing autonomisation of lay universes. The search for
alternative solutions to expert solutions, specifically within the field of healthcare, is
presented as empirical evidence of the new forms of autonomy. Scepticism of science and
increasing lay reflexiveness provide the basis for this new social framework (Williams and
Popay, 1994; Sharma, 1996; Williams and Calnan, 1996).
Either of these interpretations – the gradual expert colonisation of lay universes or the
new forms of autonomisation of the latter – still remains a necessary exercise in order to
account for an increasingly complex reality in which dependence and autonomy no longer
constitute opposite poles but (paradoxically) reveal themselves to be increasingly
interdependent realities. However, each of these perspectives is limited by their analytical
closure. Both focus on only one aspect of the social dynamic that currently permeates the
relationships between expert systems and lay universes.
The need therefore arises for a different kind of dialogue between these theoretical
approaches. My aim is to put this into practice by presenting an analytical exercise on self3

The emphasis on the effect of “colonisation” does not exclude other contributions within this theoretical
trend relating to the emergence of new signs of the emancipation of lay knowledge. However, in revealing the
hegemonic relationship that expert systems establish with lay universes, this emphasis represents the
analytical advantage of this trend in terms of the current debate on rupture and continuity between the two
paradigms of knowledge.
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medication and the modes of constructing the forms of knowledge and rationales on which
lay practices are based.

Self-medication practices and their sociological reframing
The recurrence of contacts between the lay populace and expert systems and agents –
which characterises the current phase of modernity4 – and the way in which the latter
increasingly mould everyday experiences point, in fact, to a process whereby experts
increasingly colonise lay universes. The way in which self-medication5 practices are
configured nowadays is, in itself, illustrative of this colonisation or, to put it in different
terms, the increasing lay dependence on expertise.
In effect, recourse to self-medication began to increase as the phenomenon of
medicalisation was disseminated throughout society, i.e. to the extent that the social fabric
became impregnated with medical concepts of health and illness as a consequence of
people’s increased contact with expert healthcare agents.6 In this way, lay familiarity with
medicines increased, due primarily to the fact that they were the main means of managing
the treatment prescribed by medical decisions. Therefore, as the consumption of medical
care increased, there was a parallel increase in the prescription and consumption of these
therapeutic resources. Medicines gradually ceased to figure in the cultural mind as a “rare
and esoteric commodity,” and became a “common and exoteric commodity” (Van der Geest
and White, 1989). The phenomenon of medicalisation thereby gave rise to another related
phenomenon, that of the pharmacologisation of everyday life,7 which involves the increased
recourse to self-medication witnessed in recent decades.8

4

Depending on the theoretical current in question, this phase of modernity has been called post-modernity,
late modernity or reflexive modernity
5
The notion of self-medication is used in this text in its generally accepted meaning, i.e. the use of medicines
without prior medical guidance. On the problematic of the ideological content that this notion encapsulates,
specifically with regard to the normative and ethical-professional codes that underlie it, see Lopes, 2003: 26-40.
6
For a more detailed explanation of the concept of medicalisation and the phenomenon it refers to, see
Crawford, 1980; Williams and Calnan, 1996.
7
For a more detailed explanation of the concept of pharmacologisation and the phenomenon it refers to, see
Lopes, 2003: 47-54.
8
In European societies, the growing use of self-medication began to reveal itself from the 1970s onwards
(WHO, 1988; Richard and Senon, 1996). In the specific case of Portugal, despite the incipient and disjointed
nature of official data on this subject, it can be affirmed that this increase became more significant from the
1980s onwards, with the creation of the category of over-the-counter-remedies and the fact that almost all of
these ceased to be subsidised by the state. On the specific case of Portugal, see Lopes, 2003: 7-20.
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In addition, most of the available records indicate that the great majority of selfmedication practices apply to health problems traditionally managed by recourse to
domestic knowledge, which includes the so-called home remedies (Quaeyhaegens, 1996).
This was equally evident in the research data which provides the empirical support for this
article, given that approximately 80% of the health problems that had led to the use of selfmedication were related to general complaints such as headaches, flu, digestive problems,
etc. (Lopes, 2001). It therefore focussed on symptoms that were rarely managed
traditionally by recourse to pharmaceutical drugs. Moreover, in interviews with members of
the older generation during the research, there was frequent mention of the fact that
nowadays they took medicine to treat “ailments” (sic) that could easily be treated in another
way and which, when they were children or youngsters, were treated without medicine,
whereas now this form of treatment had become a more practical solution.
What this new framework shows is that current self-medication practices reflect the
gradual expropriation of traditional cognitive resources and lay autonomy in the everyday
management of treatment. In fact, medicines are therapeutic items over whose (complex)
production processes the lay universe has no cognitive control – their virtual control over
use is dissociated from any control over production – unlike the therapeutic resources
produced within the home, in which control over use and production remained inseparable.
In this sense, self-medication is clearly a practice that expresses a growing lay dependence
on expert systems.
However, this aspect of dependence assumes other forms if we note that the majority of
self-medication practices involve medicines that have previously been prescribed by a
doctor. In other words, the initial introduction to the medicine is generally through a doctor
– or another expert agent – and it is only later that they are used on the initiative of the lay
populace. In the research study in question, 63.8% of the medicines used (on the last
occasion the interviewees used self-medication) had been prescribed by a doctor or
recommended by a chemist on another occasion, and only the remaining 36.2% were used
without any previous expert intervention (Lopes, 2001). Given that over a third of the latter
category had been recommended “by someone known,” and that therefore previous expert
intervention had also been involved in accessing these therapeutic resources, the
percentage of forms of self-medication involving recourse to medicines obtained through
the intervention of experts is even more accentuated. It is therefore a matter of practices
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which typify a gradual lay appropriation of expert logic for the management of treatment,
and it is this appropriation that paves the way for new forms of lay autonomy in everyday
healthcare.
However, from an initial reading it might be said that these appropriations are nothing
but an exact imitation of expert opinions, which would thus eliminate from the outset any
analytical possibility of referring to a new lay protagonism, or even a new matrix for lay
knowledge. But the lay appropriations of expert logic which are found in self-medication
practices are not the only support for such lay initiatives in the management of treatment.
There is always practical lay control (Baszanger, 1998) over the validity of these approaches,
and even over the validity of expert decisions. This control is manifest in the central position
assumed by bodily responses in lay criteria for validating treatment strategies.
In fact, bodily responses constitute the main means of practical control over the
effectiveness of the medicines used. Medicine used for self-medication is, in general,
something that has already proved to produce the desired results, whether though the
direct experience of the user or through experiences shared by other users. It is this same
criterion of bodily response that legitimates lay decisions to continue or suspend treatments,
even when taken under direct medical prescription. The following excerpts from interviews
illustrate the central importance conferred on bodily responses:
... when I get a cold or a fever I always take Nimed... [Q: Why?]. Why? First because it always
works, I’ve used it for years and it always has good results, and also because I don’t feel like it’s
doing me any harm in any other way, I don’t get any side effects ... (woman, aged 22, college
student [3rd year], diabetic, interview 11)
... I suffer from osteoporosis and it always hurts me here ... and it’s hard for me to use my left
arm. I started taking some pills the doctor prescribed for me, I don’t remember the name
because it was more than a year ago and I only took them for a short time. They made my
stomach bad, gave me heartburn and gave me a pain here ... So I stopped taking them and
never went back to the doctor. I started using an ointment again, Reumon-gel, which I’d used
before, and it always makes me feel better. But one day I’ll have to go back to the doctor
because I know that it only takes away the pain, it doesn’t cure it... (man, aged 57, < 9 years of
schooling, with hypertension, interview 22)

This means, therefore, that the body has a dual status within the framework of lay
rationales on healthcare: it is not only the recipient of therapeutic interventions, but is also
transformed into an instrument which monitors the efficiency of these interventions,
whether lay or expert. Thus, it is through this central focus on bodily responses that direct
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lay control is exerted over the options assimilated through contact with expert agents.
Practical experience thus constitutes a cognitive category that invalidates all interpretations
that confine lay decisions to the mere imitation of expert logic.
It is through this ongoing conjunction of practical experience and information assimilated
through contact with sources of expert information that lay trajectories for the management
of treatment are constructed.

Knowledges in process and lay expertisation
Both direct bodily experience and the frameworks of social interaction through which this
experience is validated play a central role in the production of lay reference systems for
medicines. Thus, they are the two aspects that organise the overall matrix on which
cognitive lay trajectories are based. It is within this matrix that the primacy of experience is
constantly updated, within which the inherent practical nature of this sphere of knowledge
is, in turn, inscribed (Williams and Popay, 1994).
On the basis of this matrix, the concrete modes of cognitive lay acquisition assume
different configurations and follow multiple itineraries. The various processes of learning
involved reveal the constructed nature of this knowledge (Baszanger, 1989, 1998) as well as
the impossibility of reducing it to a mimetic assimilation of bodily responses or references
circulating within the frameworks of interaction.
The learning component underlying any of the modes of generating knowledge about
medicines is not an immediate and directly visible fact. Nevertheless, it can be captured
analytically by using certain operational categories, such as those formulated by Nitcher and
Vuckovic (1994) in their triptych of direct empirical learning, learning by example and
learning through information. The use of these categories makes it possible to restore
visibility not only to the constructed nature of the lay knowledge activated through the use
of medicines, but also to the different types of knowledge consolidated by these forms of
learning.
Direct empirical learning is involved in situations in which the use of medicines occurs in
circumstances where there is uncertainty regarding the complexity of the health problem
concerned. In these situations, medicines are used both as an attempt at treatment and a
means of diagnosis in order to assess the perceived symptoms, and also to determine, in the
light of the resulting bodily responses, whether there is a need to seek professional care.
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Here, control over the uncertain trajectory is ensured by the certainty that the
appropriateness or otherwise of the solution adopted can be detected by reading the
physical warnings.
Outside the direct sphere of self-medication, Conrad (1985) also refers to other lay
diagnostic strategies involving the same logic of direct empirical learning. This occurs when
patients decide to suspend or reduce prescribed medicines as a means of assessing the
origins of side effects, which are assumed to be related to the medicines being taken, or as a
means of assessing their therapeutic effectiveness in terms of the symptoms developing
when treatment is interrupted or reduced (1985: 32). These strategies configure what this
author terms the rational empirical method that is intrinsic to laymanship.
The results obtained from these different types of practices generate a legacy of
provisional knowledge which is assumed as knowledge subject to review in the light of each
new experience. However, as practices become routine over time, they become firm
knowledge, which is naturalised and activated as spontaneous knowledge.
There are many examples in which the nature of these trajectories as processes can be
detected, as this second interview extract illustrates:
The last time I went to the doctor’s must have been over a year ago, and it was because of a
serious throat infection. I started to feel pain and it hurt when I swallowed, and I was getting
those white spots with pus. I started taking a syrup and some pills I had at home – I don’t know
what they were called, but they were a kind of anti-inflammatory pill and they usually worked
well. But this time the infection was more complicated and it wasn’t getting any better, so I
had to go to the doctor and I even had to take penicillin... (woman, aged 19, 9 years of
schooling, healthy, interview 49)

As this story illustrates, when the solution adopted does not work as a treatment
strategy, the (subjectively mediated) effect is to confirm that the complexity of the problem
exceeds lay competence and requires specialist intervention. However, in these
circumstances, it is, once again, the medicine and the representations to which it is
subjected that serve to confirm the complexity of the problem, which, in this case, was
emphatically expressed by highlighting the need to “take penicillin.” It is not, therefore, a
case of questioning the spontaneous knowledge initially mobilised to manage the situation;
on the contrary, this knowledge is revalidated given that it made it possible to differentiate
limits for the complexity that legitimises lay or professional intervention.
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In other situations, direct empirical learning gives way to learning by example. This is not
entirely separate from the previous mode – it is, rather, a specialised form of it – but it
enables us to capture the process of constituting another type of knowledge. Whilst the logic
of production is the same – since it is through successive personal or shared experiences
that the knowledge activated in situations considered similar is produced – the difference is
that the (subjectively mediated) guarantee of the effectiveness of the chosen medicines lies
in the fact that they have been prescribed by the doctor on previous occasions and have had
the desired results. As a result, they are no longer used as an attempt at therapy, but as a
solution. However, the possibility of moving from attempt to solution is not ensured by
medical validation of medicines alone if this is not combined with the deeper experience of
recognising symptoms and responses to the chosen treatments.
Each of the following examples illustrates in detail the progression of these cognitive
sequences within this mode of learning:
... in situations we’ve already been in two or three times before, there’s always that
knowledge, that experience that you acquire, isn’t there? For example, when I get a cold I
know from experience that if I don’t take something, in two or three days’ time I’ll feel a lot
worse, so I take a flu remedy or something like that so that it doesn’t get worse. I’ll give you
another example: some time ago I had an infection in my finger and I took an antiinflammatory straight away but it didn’t cure the problem, so I ended up having to go to the
doctor, but at least it stopped it from getting too bad ... (man, aged 33, college graduate,
diabetic, interview 1)
...a while ago I said I don’t self-medicate, but maybe that’s not completely true. For example, I
know what pain from colitis is and I know I should take Pankreoflat, and if the pain is very bad I
should also take a Buscopan, otherwise it won’t go away. That’s self-medication, but it’s by
using medicines prescribed by the doctor and I already know what they are for, I don't do it
randomly.... (woman, aged 39, 11 years of schooling, with hypertension, interview 25)

If, in analytical terms, the difference between the construction of this kind of knowledge
and spontaneous knowledge lies in the displacement of learning from the testing method
(and therefore from the management of uncertainty) to a recognised diagnostic framework
(and therefore to controlled uncertainty), the respective forms of knowledge that are
produced must also be distinguishable from each other. On the level of the analytical study
in question, these cognitive resources assume the shape of confirmed knowledge, which
provides a more immediate legitimacy when they are activated than that of the previously
described spontaneous knowledge.
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Given that the origins of confirmed knowledge are primarily to be found within the
context of interaction with the medical system, it is usually assumed that this is a matter of
knowledge resulting from direct assimilation of medical information made available to the
patient during treatment. However, this information occupies only a residual space, as can
be seen when the nature of the social process in which it is inscribed is analysed.
In fact, the claim to a supposed medical didactics which fosters lay modes of assimilating
expert references – of which the current reconversion of traditional lay reference systems is
said to be a part – is revealed to be disproportionate to its actual social expression. Rather, it
is within the context of medical pragmatics, and particularly in its most standardised forms
of operation, that the conditions emerge for the lay appropriation of medical knowledge.
In this context, the increasing routinization and standardisation of medical prescriptions
constitute the main means of lay access to the assimilation and incorporation of expert
knowledge. It is through this that a learning trajectory emerges in which each medicine or
set of medicines is associated with the treatment of certain symptoms, due to the fact that
they are repeatedly prescribed within the context of identical sets of symptoms. This
learning trajectory cannot be reduced merely to the act of associating medicines with
symptoms. The effectiveness of the medicine is always reassessed through the filter of
bodily responses and, as a result, treatment options are adopted or excluded on the
initiative of the lay population.
The central role which learning by empirical experience continues to play, even when the
cognitive references mobilised are assimilated from expert practices, underlies the logic of a
lay autonomy which prevails in the re-working and readjustment of expert references to the
foundational matrix of lay knowledge.
This process of lay appropriation generated by the routinization and standardisation of
prescriptions also shows that, although it is the doctor’s action in writing out a prescription
that gives rise to the possibility of lay access to expert knowledge, it is the medicine and its
results that confer lay intelligibility on the medical act. In other words, it is the medicine
which, in the social process of its lay appropriation, becomes a resource for decoding and
making expert knowledge intelligible. This is the same as saying that the metonymic effect of
medicines – which corresponds to representing the medicine as an extension and substitute
for the doctor, in the sense that it is the distillation of the doctor’s own knowledge, turned
into therapeutic technology (Van der Geest and White, 1989) – may be understood in a
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broader sense. Medicines do not only represent an extension and replacement of the
doctor, but are also the means of enabling the lay populace to decode and appropriate
medical knowledge.9
The possibilities of cognitive appropriation which prescription medicines represent are
most evident in the way they are (later) used for the purposes of self-medication. The
following extracts illustrate the social processing involved in such appropriations:

... whenever I take medicine without going to the doctor it’s because the first time I used it, it
had been prescribed to me by the doctor. After that, there you are, since I saw that it worked, I
began using it whenever I think I need it ... (man, aged 30, college graduate, diabetic, interview
3)
... for years and years I was constantly getting throat infections. When I went to the doctor he
always prescribed the same medicine, essentially based on antibiotics... A lot of the time I
didn’t even go to the doctor... why should I?... he’d only prescribe something I already had at
home... (woman, aged 45, college graduate, diabetic, interview 47)
... so I prefer to take medicine on the doctor’s recommendation. But when it’s things you‘ve
already had, things you know about, like a sore throat or an inflammation, you know the family
doctor is going to prescribe certain medicines, don’t you?... So you just go down to the
chemist’s and ask them for, I don’t know, Brufen, something well-known... I think there’s no
need to go and bother the doctor when it’s just a small thing ... (woman, aged 52, < 9 years of
schooling, with hypertension, interview 27)
I always keep any leftover medicine and as long as it’s still within the sell-by date I use it again
if I need to. I’ve done this a lot with allergies, colds or minor ailments and aches and pains
because I know that if I go to the doctor he’ll prescribe the same thing or something similar to
what I already have at home... (woman, aged 34, college graduate, healthy, interview 43)

What also stands out in these statements is the instrumentality acquired by prescription
medicines in legitimising not only practices but, at the same time, the cognitive references
that preside over these practices. In fact, the reiterated affirmation that the medicines used
had already been prescribed on previous occasions serves, in terms of individual
9

This social use of medicines in the specialisation trajectories of lay knowledge is comparable to that of
diagnostic technological resources (X-rays, clinical testing, three-dimensional imaging, etc.) and self-diagnosis
(cholesterol and blood pressure testing, etc.), which are included by Vuckovic and Nichter (1997) as possible
resources for the lay control of healthcare. It may be added that they also function as decoders of medical
diagnostics. These resources present diagnostics in the form of images or numerical figures, which make them
accessible to lay people as they become familiar with their use. Although there may remain a part of medical
diagnostics which, due to its indeterminate nature, cannot be included in technological codification, this does
not, at least in less complex situations, invalidate the fact that technological codification may eventually
reinstate the possibilities of lay control and access to expert knowledge. In this scenario, it is the actual
centrality of medical mediation in the management of healthcare, supported by the inaccessibility of medical
knowledge to the lay population, that may be reconfigured as lay appropriation of medical technology expands.
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subjectivities and their externalisation, as support for the validation of the actual empirical
experience that determined that they should continue to be used. The expert references
that have been assimilated thus convert empirical experience into a cognitive resource
legitimised by the actual underlying expert support.
This signifies that the routinization of people’s contacts with the medical system has
not only led to new possibilities for lay access to the incorporation of expert knowledge, but
has also enabled its use as a tool for constructing new forms of legitimising lay knowledge. In
some interviews, the search for this legitimation was expressed in particularly explicit ways:
... I’ve always been concerned, not only to listen carefully to what the doctor tells me, but also
to ask questions, to know why something has happened, why it is that I’m taking this now and
not that ... I always like to ask, even if it just means being told what I already know... (man,
aged 29, 12 years of schooling, healthy, interview 36)

Although the legitimation derived from the appropriation of expert knowledge is
important to individual subjectivities, the boundaries between lay and expert legitimacy
remain well-defined in terms of the forms of social recognition which circumscribe each one.
Indeed, the knowledge activated in lay practices, even when it incorporates expert
references, is never invoked as having the status of knowledge in its universal sense, but
primarily as practical cognition used in the context of occurrences that are well controlled by
familiarity. The legitimacy invoked for this cognition is restricted to the framework of lay
legitimacy, without presupposing any confrontation with expert legitimacy or any claim to
challenge it. This demarcation of the spheres in which each of these legitimacies is exercised
therefore identifies the social conditions that make the coexistence of frameworks of lay and
expert rationales intervening within the same universe compatible.
The learning by information mode is distinguished from the two previous categories by
the deliberate act of combining information gathered from different sources – expert
information disseminated by the mass media, the Internet or specialist magazines – to serve
as the basis for weighing up the options that may be chosen. However, this form of learning
also does not have an autonomous space within the construction of lay cognition that can be
separated from the previous modes of learning centring on the primacy of empirical
experience. Its effect is essentially to produce mediating knowledge, which does not
challenge the primacy of experience or the input of spontaneous knowledge or confirmed
knowledge, but rather reorganises the conditions for validating experience itself.
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Although this mode was more often detected in the treatment strategies of the better
educated interviewees, this does not necessarily mean that these social groups have a
specific cultural predisposition to make use of a particular type of knowledge.10 On the
contrary, it is the framework of circumstances – and, in particular, the uncertainty involved
in treatment strategies – that, in general, emerges as the factor favouring investment in
mediating knowledge. The contingent nature of circumstances becomes evident in several
narratives, especially in the case of the more educated interviewees:
… Two or three years ago I started to have problems with sleep apnea, I was waking myself up
with my snoring. I began discussing this with some friends who had the same problem, and
then I started to look for information about it on the Internet. With this information I at least
knew that the problem could be treated and for this I had to consult a specialist. I had actually
thought that it was something that couldn’t be treated... (man, aged 45, college graduate, with
hypertension, interview 16)
… There are those people who go to the doctor and just take whatever they are prescribed
without finding out anything more about it – my in-laws are like that. Whereas my wife and I
try to find out as much as we can, either on the Internet or by talking to friends, before we
decide whether to follow a course of treatment, especially if its something new ... (man, aged
41, college graduate, healthy, interview 35)

The analytical interest in dissociating each of these modes of learning is essentially that of
revealing the plurality of types of knowledge obscured within the broad category of lay
knowledge, whilst also conferring visibility on the subtle social processes which determine
the space assigned to each of the different types of knowledge, or to the levels at which they
intersect, according to the circumstances of each action. It is at this level that the
constructed nature of these forms of knowledge becomes clearly visible, given their
adjustment to the personal and social circumstances of individuals, as well as their indelible
link to the primacy of bodily experience and shared social experiences.
As they are constructed and not passively imitated, the different types of lay knowledge
provide individuals with the possibility of direct control in applying them, and this fosters a
belief in their safety when mobilised in everyday life. This belief in safety is especially clear in
10

The frequent confusion between (cultural) predispositions and (cultural) resources has fuelled an ideology of
established cultural profiles, particularly in the field of healthcare, which legitimises differentiated access to
information. Any cultural predisposition in this or any other area can only be upheld in sociological terms as the
expression/retranslation of the social conditions in which such predispositions are produced (Bourdieu, 2000,
1979). Hence, the unveiling of different types of lay knowledge and the ways in which they are activated in
treatment strategies requires the exclusion of any kind of categorisation according to cultural predispositions,
since these categorisations obscure the structural conditions and situational dynamics that mobilise different
types of knowledge.
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the options for self-medication. In fact, there is a greater likelihood of doubt in relation to
prescribed medicines used for the first time than in relation to medicines repeatedly used
for self-medication. Whereas, in the first case, trust in the knowledge of the prescriber is
activated, in the second case, trust is activated on the basis of knowledge mastered and
controlled by direct experience.
It is in this dissymmetry, present not only in the distinctive nature of lay knowledge and
expert knowledge but, above all, in the way in which the lay relationship to both forms of
knowledge is structured – i.e. direct lay control incorporated into one and excluded from the
other – that the conditions for making knowledge of self-medication autonomous are
generated. It is also in terms of this endogenesis of lay control with regard to knowledge
activated by the use of medicines that the parallel limited scope of institutional warnings
aimed at combating the habit of self-medication may be understood.
Thus, the idea of an absence of rational thinking in self-medication options is offset by a
framework of reflexiveness continually activated by recourse to different modes of learning.
It is a reflexiveness that it has become even more imperative to activate in the construction
of a separate lay perspective (Baszanger, 1998), as sources of information have become
more contradictory, particularly specialised sources. Hence, within a context of uncertainty
originating in the current increase in contradictory information, the construction of a
separate lay perspective takes on the status of a social antidote that preserves the unity and
integrity of cognitive referencing, functioning as a stronghold of ontological safety in the
everyday management of healthcare.
It is by connecting this plurality of analytical focuses that self-medication is indisputably
revealed as one of the spheres with the greatest visibility in the recomposition and
specialisation of lay knowledge on healthcare. Indeed, the gradual social disqualification of
traditional domestic therapeutic knowledge has given way to the gradual appropriation of
new cognitive resources made available by the increasing pharmacologisation of everyday
life. This means that the logic and rationales of self-medication are not only distinctive in
terms of the constructed nature of the knowledge they are based on, but also in terms of the
expertisation trajectories which the sphere of self-medication favours.
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Concluding remarks
The trajectories for the reconversion and expertisation of lay cognitive resources analysed
above reposition the knowledge activated by self-medication practices within the framework
of a lay rationale that cannot be reduced to the mere imitation of the pragmatics embodied
in professional rationales. However, neither is it dissociated from, nor impermeable to, these
spheres. Hence, this approach supports the idea that the plurality of the cognitive resources
mobilised and activated within trajectories of reconversion and expertisation of lay
knowledge on healthcare cannot be confined to the status of mere beliefs that has been
ascribed to them, and far less should it continue to be seen as lacking legitimacy.
As other authors have argued (Popay and Williams, 1996), the attribution of the status of
knowledge to lay cognition within the sphere of healthcare is not only based on its actual
cognitive nature and effective social use, but also constitutes an imperative for
reconceptualising the modes of intervention and professional repositioning regarding lay
universes.
However, this imperative needs to be expanded. It cannot be restricted to recognition of
the cognitive nature of lay knowledge, but also requires recognition of its plural and
contingent nature. It is knowledge that is neither homogenous nor universalisable, precisely
because this knowledge is constructed within the frameworks of personal contingency and
socio-cultural diversity.
In the research study that served as a basis for this article, this diversity was found in the
multiple combinations which, according to the contingencies of each situation and the
resources of each individual, regroup the mosaic of spontaneous knowledge, confirmed
knowledge and mediating knowledge activated by lay therapeutic initiatives.
The study also demonstrated that the cognitive constructions involved are based on a
dual affiliation: they are not only derived from the reflexive appropriation of expert
references, but also from the repeated reassessment of the efficacy of these references
within the framework of practical experiences.
It is precisely the fact that they are constructed, rather than passively absorbed, that
affirms the new forms of lay autonomy in relation to expert hegemony. In this sense, we
may refer to newly emerging rationales, which cannot be understood outside the framework
of the increasing interdependence of lay and expert universes. One of the challenges which
sociology faces today is that of providing a more epistemological and dialectical
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interpretation of the actual effects of modern reflexivity, an interpretation that can account
for these new interdependences.
Translated by Sheena Caldwell
Revised by Teresa Tavares
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What Makes Social Networks Move? An Analysis of Norms and Ties*
This paper discusses the norms that regulate the action of informal ties in the production of wellbeing. It shows that the action of social networks follows the general principles of the gift system,
that is to say, the triple obligation of “giving, receiving, and reciprocating” structures actors’
practices and representations. However, the author also addresses the problems arising out of
these guiding principles. Reciprocity, obligation, equality, autonomy – these rules are clear, but a
detailed analysis reveals contradictory principles, as well as resistance, tension and conflict.
Keywords: Social networks; norms; gift system; reciprocity; obligation.

1. Introduction
This article is based on an empirical research study that analysed the role of social networks
in providing resources (Portugal, 2006) in order to discuss the norms which regulate the
action of informal ties in the production of well-being. The qualitative research was based on
60 in-depth interviews administered to men and women integrated into the formal labour
market, married or cohabiting, with or without children, and aged between 25 and 34. I
therefore chose to focus the analysis on the initial phase of the family life cycle, seeking out
a time in which material and affective resources are (re)organized, in order to test out the
role of social networks.
The research traced the morphology of family networks, identifying interaction networks,
exchange networks and close associates networks, and analysed the flows within them,
identifying the role of the different types of ties in terms of various resources (employment,
housing, health, material possessions). The work clearly showed the permanence and vitality
of the gift system in the circulation of goods and services. On the one hand, empirical data
showed that social networks were central to satisfying the needs of families, and that
informal ties were essential to providing everyday support for family life. The interviews
revealed how countless resources, forms of support, affections, goods and services
circulated within these networks. On the other hand, the analysis of the morphology of the
networks activated for each of these resources revealed how a partial network was activated
for each domain (Boissevain, 1974), involving the ties that could best respond to the needs

*
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of individuals and their families. Thus, whilst for certain resources the network was based on
strong ties1 and kinship, for others weak ties were essential in guaranteeing the provision of
needs.
This article aims to assess the norms which regulate these intense flows. Whilst the
research shows that the circulation of exchanges within the networks obeys the general
principles of the gift, as described by Marcel Mauss in Essai sur le Don (The Gift), originally
published in 1924,2 the discourse of the individuals interviewed also points to the ambiguous
and contradictory nature of these principles, bringing their complexity to light.

2. Norms and ties
By definition, norms tell individuals how they should behave and what they should expect of
others. Norms reduce uncertainty and help to define “how things should be” in a particular
group. Problems arise when the behaviour of actors evades the established norms, or when
their expectations are thwarted. Norms can be divided into three main types (Therborn,
2002): constitutive norms, which define a system of action and an actor’s membership within
it; regulative norms, which govern an actor’s expected contribution to the system; and
distributive norms, which define how rewards, costs and risks should be allocated. In other
words, norms define membership of a group, expected contributions and the appropriate
reward for each contribution. For Therborn, these three types of norms differ in importance
and have different dynamics: constitutive or behavioural norms are of primary importance,
as they are more internalised and define what constitutes appropriate and full membership
of a particular social system. They are what enables individuals to “behave themselves”.
However, distributive norms tend to provoke stronger reactions if violated. A sense of
injustice tends to be the driving force behind actions. Regulative norms are an important
criterion for attributing status within the social system (Therborn, 2002: 870).
This article seeks to assess the role of these norms and the problems raised by their
application within social networks. Why does one person help another? Why does one
person receive help from others? What expectations do givers and receivers have? Which

1

Granovetter’s criteria were used to distinguish between strong and weak ties (1973, 1982): duration of
relationship (length of relationship and time spent together), emotional intensity, intimacy, reciprocal services.
A fifth a criterion was added, suggested by Degenne and Forsé (1994): “multiplexity,” i.e. the plurality of
exchange contents within a tie.
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norms regulate exchanges within networks? What is considered right and wrong, fair or
unfair? How are obligations defined? Do different ties obey different principles?
Research indicates an affirmative answer to the last of these questions, which therefore
affects, to a large extent, the answers to the other questions. The norms which regulate
interaction within networks depend on the type of tie that is at stake. What is right or
wrong, fair or unfair, owing or not, depends on the nature of the relationship concerned.
Norms reflect a relationship between people, rather than a balance between what is
exchanged. As Kellerhals et al. argue (1995), the sense of justice is primarily sign of a
relational project, a “recognition of people.”
Jean Kellerhals and his collaborators have developed important work on the criteria
which govern distributive justice (who is entitled to what?) and procedural justice (how do
we arrive at a fair decision?) (Kellerhals et al., 1995; 1987 and 1988). In the book Figures de
l’équité. La construction des normes de justice dans les groupes (Kellerhals et al.,1988), the
authors identify five general questions which structure the definition of justice within
groups. The first question is concerned with the distribution norm: what rule should be used
to distribute scarce resources? Need, merit, equality or some other criterion? Secondly,
putting this principle into action implies the intervention of assessment norms or criteria
which enable the value of contributions and the situation of the members of the group
taking part in an exchange to be defined. Thirdly, the comparison norm defines how status
and social identity are important for internal decisions on justice: are these categories
disregarded or, conversely, so important that the distribution and assessment norms
operate in relation to them? Any of these options may be affected by the nature of the
resource in question, meaning that, fourthly, the transformation rule is applied: can the
same rules and criteria be used to distribute different kinds of resources?
Finally, the authors emphasise that these four aspects of the decisions on justice are
influenced by the problem of the appropriation norm. This involves understanding how a
group constitutes the mass of resources which it then proceeds to distribute. The
appropriation norm defines whether individual entitlements to ownership that prevail
outside the group are maintained within it, or whether, conversely, the group at any given

2

For an interesting analysis of the work of Mauss and his contemporary relevance, see Martins (2005).
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moment defines the rights of ownership of its members. In the former case, the individual
defines the boundaries of the group, whereas in the latter case the reverse occurs.
The research led to the conclusion that the application of these criteria to the network as
a whole depends on the nature and strength of the ties and resources in question. In other
words, the comparison norm (defining the network tie) and the transformation norm
(defining the resource in question) take precedence over the distribution norm. On the one
hand, the criteria which define justice in relation to contributions and rewards are applied
differently inside and outside the kinship network. As Alexis Ferrand states, “the beauty and,
at times, the horror of family ties lie in their capacity to decree the equivalent value of
totally heterogeneous forms of help” (Ferrand, 1992: 89). On the other hand, the type of
resource at stake leads to a re-evaluation of the way in which the norms are applied.
Different kinds of resources require different criteria, both inside and outside the family. If
parents have more than one child and give money to one of them, the prevailing norm is
that of equality – everyone should receive the same. However, if grandparents have more
than one grandchild and take care only of the one closest to them, the accepted criterion is
that of a combination of need and proximity.
These conclusions are similar to those of Jacques Godbout in his reflections on the
application of the norms of justice in family relationships (Godbout, 1995). The author
analyses three separate exchange circuits – help with services, presents and hospitality – and
concludes that the criteria governing each of these situations are different. Godbout reaches
a conclusion which is similar to mine: the justice norm is difficult to apply within family
networks. As we shall see later, it only serves as the dominant principle when applied to the
comparison between different rewards for the same contribution. In other words, the
principle does not apply between giver and receiver, but between different givers and
different receivers. As Godbout states, in family networks the idea of justice does not relate
directly to the relationship between contribution-reward, but to the comparison between
“peers” (givers or receivers) in relation to a third party (1995: 361).

3. Reciprocity, but …
The first question that is raised when considering the principles that regulate the networks
of material or affective exchanges is whether there is a restricted or a generalized exchange.
This question is related to fundamental ethnological and anthropological distinctions.
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However, in this case it is not a matter of applying the complete theory as elaborated by
Lévi-Strauss, but of retaining “the intuition of the issue” (Degenne and Lebeaux, 1997: 124).
If the exchange is based on gifts and counter-gifts, it is to be expected that a certain balance
will be achieved. In restricted exchanges, one gift calls for another gift in return, even if it is
of a different kind. A friend finds me a job, and I offer him dinner to celebrate; a neighbour
manages to speed up the waiting time for a hospital appointment, and I give her a Christmas
present. There is a direct reciprocity, a symmetrical exchange that is restricted to the pair in
question. In a generalized exchange, the balance is established in terms of the group.
Reciprocity is diffused and deferred over time. I help my brother to build his house and one
day my mother will give me a plot of land so that I can build a house of my own.
Following Ekeh, Lemieux argues that these two types of exchange have different
consequences for the solidarity of the groups in which they take place. Contrary to the
arguments of other specialists, he states that restricted exchange is a source of tension and
instability, given that it rests on a weak level of mutual trust, whilst generalized exchange is
based on a strong level of trust within the group of actors involved. The person who receives
does not repay the giver, but the latter is confident that someone in the network will repay
them one day (Lemieux, 1999: 61-62). On the basis of their analysis of the results of a survey
carried out in France at the end of the 1980s, Degenne and Lebeaux conclude that
generalised exchange is characteristic of exchanges within direct family, whilst restricted
exchange defines horizontal flows between peers, friends and neighbours (Degenne and
Lebeaux, 1997: 124-125).
This article corroborates the perspectives of these authors. The research I carried out
shows that different principles apply to different ties. Social networks are defined on the
basis of the fundamental criterion that distinguishes family from others (Portugal, 2006), and
the norms that apply to the flows between ties obey the same principle. The circulation of
gifts has specific features depending on whether we look inside or outside the family.
As the authors of M.A.U.S.S.3 have emphasised, “giving, receiving and reciprocating” is
not synonymous with reciprocity (Mermet, 1991; Caillé, 2000; Godbout, 2000). Giving in

3

The M.A.U.S.S. Movement – Moviment Anti-Utilitariste en Sciences Sociales – founded in 1981, as Alain Caillé
explains in his presentation to the Brazilian public, has “a negative side and a positive side.” The negative side
concerns the rejection of utilitarianism, the hegemonic ideology of modernity. The positive side seeks to
develop the ideas of Marcel Mauss on the gift (Caillé, 2003: 16). The Movement, which emerged as a reaction
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order that another will give is not the same as giving in order to receive. An exchange under
the aegis of a gift emerges as a sequence of actions that engender an imbalance in the
positions of the actors involved. The sequence is based on a chain of donations and counterdonations and the reversibility of the positions of giver and receiver. This is an open-ended
reality that is not constrictive, given that the chain can be broken or rejected at any time by
any of the actors involved. The gift leads on to indeterminacy, to the possibility of
constructing a shared meaning that is not restricted to repayment, but instead builds up a
relationship in which those involved are never only givers or receivers. An analysis of
concrete practices and behaviour shows that the freedom of giving, and the way in which it
is linked with reciprocity, conforms to the complex interplay of different principles which act
in diverse ways according to the network ties in question. If, up to a certain point, we can
agree with Godbout when he affirms that kinship “keeps reciprocity at a distance” (Godbout,
2000: 34-36), it is impossible not to acknowledge a binary logic of reciprocity at work in
relationships outside the family.
The concept of positive debt used by Godbout (2000) is more productive than reciprocity
when analysing the circulation of gifts within the family. In a relationship, the condition of
positive debt evades equivalence and makes each individual feel that s/he is receiving more
than s/he is giving, although s/he is always willing to reciprocate. Godbout’s definition is
particularly useful in terms of understanding family gifts, and, especially, intergenerational
flows: “positive debt exists when the receiver perceives no intention on the part of the giver
of making him/her indebted by his/her gesture – which is closely linked to the pleasure of
being indebted, an essential element in the condition of positive debt” (Godbout, 2000: 47).
This condition marks the discourse of most of the individuals whom I interviewed – debt was
the expression used most frequently to refer to gifts from parents. On the one hand, parents

against the hegemony of the economicism of the social sciences that became established during the 1970s,
now publishes the Revue du MAUSS and brings together a group of researchers from various areas. M.A.U.S.S.
collaborators reject the dominant rationale, refusing to accept homo economicus as a concept of the individual,
and the market as the main structuring element of society. Therefore, they seek out arguments that enable
them to construct an alternative vision of the world. These arguments are supplied by the work of Marcel
Mauss, in particular the ideas contained in his Essai sur le don. This work contains a “discovery” (Caillé’s term)
that is crucial to the movement: a certain universality, in ancient societies, of the triple obligation to give,
receive and reciprocate. According to Mauss, the gift presents itself as a “total social phenomenon.” Even if
made by single individuals, the gift pervades all the dimensions of social action and has repercussions on the
whole of society. In addition to its utilitarian aspect, it is essentially symbolic. Not only are gifts symbolic, but
symbols must be understood as gifts. Thus, “the paradigm of the gift can equally be understood as a paradigm
of symbolism” (Caillé, 2000: 125).
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had given them life itself, which is impossible to repay – although grandchildren are
sometimes seen by children as a reward to their parents for their sacrifices. 4 On the other
hand, there is the notion that it is necessary to repay in some way, but that nothing “can
ever repay” what has been given. Finally, as other studies have shown (Degenne and
Lebeaux, 1997), there is almost a consensus on the lack of expectations on the part of
parents who give in terms of repayment by their children – as one interviewee said, “they
[the parents] enjoy helping us out much more than us helping them.”
Being indebted to parents is both an economic debt and a debt of recognition. Material,
affective and symbolic elements combine in a complex interplay which does not, however,
totally disregard reciprocity. If kinship keeps reciprocity “at a distance,” as Godbout says, it
does not exclude it entirely, but rather allows it to take on different forms: it is “limited”
(Godbout, 2000: 36), “deferred” (Bawin-Legros, 2003: 169), or “indirect” (Attias-Donfut et
al., 2002: 263). In family reciprocity, giving and reciprocating, on the one hand, enable very
different elements to circulate and be of equal value, whilst, on the other hand, time may
elapse between the gift and counter-gift without breaking the cycle. It does not matter what
is exchanged, or when. In this kind of giving, the more trust there is in the other, the less
time matters. Mediated by affections and trust, reciprocity between family members often
takes place on “a lifetime scale” and transforms help into a sort of “long-term credit” which
does not need to be repaid immediately, nor to be symmetrical: the counter-gift can come
much later or even be destined for another person (Bawin-Legros, 2003; Déchaux, 1990b;
Finch, 1989). This concept also contains the clear idea of the evolution of the positions of the
giver and the receiver over the lifetimes of parents and children. In childhood and youth,
children only receive. In adulthood they both give and receive, although asymmetrically.
When parents reach old age, they, in turn, become receivers and the implicit norm of
reciprocity is finally put into practice (Bawin-Legros, 2003; Grundy, 2005; Schaber, 1995).
Care of the elderly is an example of how in family gifts the norm of reciprocity extends
over the lifetime of a family and beyond restricted exchanges. Caring for parents in their old
age is not just repayment for gifts received over the course of a lifetime, but also repayment
for what they have given to their own parents. Thus, the same type of gift may involve

4

In this way, generational continuity is part of the broader, long-term circuit of family giving, and undoubtedly
represents one of the clearest expressions of the way in which kinship ties make the incommensurable
equivalent.
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different actors at the time of giving and the time of repayment. As one interviewee says,
“it’s simple: they took care of me, and if some day I want someone to take care of me, then I
have to take care of someone now.” Children, parents and grandchildren are part of an
intergenerational chain in which gifts circulate and reciprocity always comes around one day
(Attias-Donfut et al., 2002).
Research shows, however, that the characteristics of reciprocity amongst relatives
depend on the socio-economic characteristics of families. Although long-term reciprocity
persists, amongst the parents and children of more disadvantaged families direct reciprocity
increases (Jones, 1992; Martin, 1995). This type of reciprocity is particularly evident in
material aid. Here, direct exchange is much clearer: children receive goods and services from
parents, but are almost always bound by explicit repayment.
Outside family ties, everything takes place differently, since a binary logic of reciprocity
prevails in gift giving. Non-family ties are the object of mistrust and great insecurity and
exchanges must therefore be restricted. There are no guarantees beyond the pair involved,
and expectations and demands are high and control is tight. If you give me something, I will
repay you, and if I give you something I expect to be repaid: the balance has to be
maintained, otherwise the bond is broken. It is not necessary to repay in kind, but the cycle
should not be broken and should remain permanently active for the tie to remain intact.
In general, gift giving outside the family seems to be less rewarding and stimulating. On
the one hand, debt is no longer seen as positive and takes on a negative meaning. Being
indebted to someone makes individuals feel uneasy, and it is therefore necessary to rid
oneself of this feeling. In some way, in the circulation of gifts outside the family, the principle
of mercantile equivalence is installed in representations and practices. Freedom means not
owing anything to anyone. Here, reciprocity is also a necessary condition in order to avoid
domination of one partner by the another (Godbout, 2000: 59). On the other hand, when
referring to ties outside the family, people tend above all to value their position as givers
and often express feelings of injustice in relation the behaviour of others. 5

5

As one interviewee revealed in the following: “How can I put it … when I’m a friend to someone… and I’ve
always been like this … I’ve never found anyone who’s been the same to me, never... I mean, people outside
the family ... I’ve never found anyone...”.
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4. Obligation, but ...
To what extent does “giving, receiving and reciprocating” constitute an obligation? What do
people understand by an obligation? Are family relationships more strongly marked by
obligation and duty than other relationships? In their work Negotiating Family
Responsibilities (1993), Janet Finch and Jennifer Mason respond negatively to the last of
these questions, showing that the norms relating to family support are much less restrictive
and generalised than may be thought. In a study carried out in England, the authors
concluded that for most people responsibilities to relatives were not fixed and were much
more fluid than the notions of “obligation” and “duty” imply. The authors argue that there is
a “sense of responsibility” that is developed over time through the interactions of the
individuals involved. A process of negotiation takes place in which people give and receive,
offsetting one type of help with another, and maintaining a certain amount of independence
as well as mutual interdependence. In this way, responsibilities are created and constructed
rather than seen, from the outset, as inherent to a particular relationship.
My data does not allow me to subscribe to this perspective. The interviews I conducted
revealed that obligations within a family are inscribed in relationships from the outset.
Kinship is a given, rather than a construct: there is a notion of what is expected of a relative
and of what s/he can expect. The affective and instrumental importance of the family is
based on the certainty that its members share the same idea of “how things should be.”
What the interviews showed was the prevalence, in individual representations, of the
obligation of the family to “take care of its own.”
Philippe Rospabé emphasises the ambiguity of the term “obligation,” which can be
applied to various institutions in which the constraint is of a different nature (Rospabé,
1996). The author distinguishes two meanings: in a technical and legal sense, an obligation
defines a relationship recognised in law between two people, by virtue of which one
individual may demand something of another.6 This legal bond establishes a debtor and a
creditor, and the latter may demand “something” of the former on pain of legal sanctions. In
addition to this restricted meaning, Rospabé also refers to obligation in a broader sense, i.e.
a moral obligation resulting from a commitment that is not obligatory in the legal sense,

6

“An obligation is a legal bond by which one person is committed to providing something to another” (Article
397 of the Portuguese Civil Code).
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given that it is not subject to any sanctions of this kind, but which functions as an imperative
(Rospabé, 1996: 142-143).
In Portugal, both meanings of the term contribute towards structuring the
representations and practices of individuals. We can see both the importance of family
values and the legal framework that reinforces these values. Family obligations are still
enshrined in the fundamental laws which govern the lives of citizens7 and persist in the
values which preside over family relationships, revealing “a cultural norm that acknowledges
mutual aid between close relatives” (Wall, 1998: 329), as is evident in all surveys undertaken
to date.8
Although family obligation is clearly internalised, there is some rejection of the term and
a tendency to endow it with a negative meaning, namely as a form of constraint or
coercion.9 The discourses reveal a tension between norm and duty, on the one hand, and
freedom and affections on the other. It is as if the recognition of the existence of an a priori
obligation cancelled out the effect of affections. In this way, obligation assumes various
forms in an attempt to overcome the concept of imposed duty and to conceive of a route
whereby “what should be done” is modulated by the relational domain and by individual
choices and sentiments. Thus, the practices of caring, giving, receiving, and repaying within
the family are no longer based on obligation and become defined as “demonstrations of
affection,” “giving back,” “collaboration,” “sharing” and “something you take pleasure in
doing.”10
This finding reveals the specific relationship between the gift system and norms. Not only
are the real rules concealed, but others are expressed which tend to deny the prevailing

7

In an analysis of the Portuguese laws on filial relations, João de Pina Cabral refers to the “radical familism”
that inspired the Civil Code of 1966 (Pina Cabral, 1993: 988). The changes in 1977 did away with the figure of
the head of household, established equality between men and women and recognised children born out of
wedlock, but still enshrined the obligations of parents and children, and emphasised the idea that they should
mutually assist each other.
8
The fact that the overwhelming majority of Portuguese people agree with the assertion “we must love our
father and mother, regardless of their qualities and faults” has led Ana Nunes de Almeida to state that “it is as
if the biological bond, the blood tie, were an absolute natural fact that imposes incontestable duties on those
who are offspring” (Almeida, 2003: 77).
9
One interviewee stated: “Well, it’s not an obligation… it’s something … it’s something I enjoy, because my inlaws are fantastic and I think… I don’t think anyone could have in-laws like mine. And that’s the truth.”
10
Alcon et al. (1996), in a study on the discourse associated with family obligations, highlight the diverse
meanings of the concept, ranging from absolute rejection of the idea and the defence of everything being
voluntary, to the conviction of the need for the existence of a moral duty to ensure things are done.
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logic.11 This was one of the observations made by Mauss of ancient societies: where the
researcher sees interest and obligation, the actors’ discourse is one of free will and
generosity. In reality, the elements of a gift system have a specific relationship to the rules.
Firstly, “the rules of the gift must be implicit” (Godbout, 2000: 159). Secondly, actors tend
generally to deny their obedience to a system of rules in an act of giving. The aim of a “true”
gift is not to conform to a social convention or rule, but rather to express a tie with another
person.
The discourses on this subject seem to reveal a trend that contradicts the one identified
in other studies of family solidarity undertaken in the rest of Europe. Whilst in other
countries, particularly in France, authors encountered an old discourse combined with new
practices, and thus refer to a “new family spirit”12 (Attias-Donfut et al., 2002; Bawin-Legros,
2003), in Portugal I would point to the existence of old practices with a new discourse.13
There is an “old family spirit,” based on clearly defined obligations which structure individual
practices, that is linked to an innovative discourse in which autonomy, independence,
democracy and affectivity are shown to be important factors in defining what “should be
done” and what “is done.”
The research shows, above all, how obligations are felt within the family, are essentially
linked to blood ties and subject to a process of verticalisation within the network. However,
it is possible to create obligations with non-relatives (Finch, 1989). This is not very common
and is directed towards the few strong ties constructed through friendships. Given that
these kinds of ties are marked by freedom, choice and risk, obligations outside the family are
constructed entirely through the relationship with the other person and are based on
reciprocity. The demands on relationships between friends are very strong, since nothing is
taken for granted and everything is continually put to the test by the contributions made by
each member of the pair. Obligations are based on the security of the continuing cycle of
“giving, receiving and reciprocating”– I have an obligation to give and receive from a friend
because s/he does the same to me. Moreover, I only call her my friend when I am assured

11

Bourdieu refers to the “taboo of explicitness” (1997: 124).
The title of the latest book by Claudine Attias-Donfut, written in collaboration with Nicole Lapierre and
Martine Segalen (Attias-Donfut et al., 2002).
13
This is not limited to the questions discussed here. The coexistence, within the family, of traditional practices
and progressive values and discourses has been underlined in various studies. One example is marriage: many
people think that it is an “old-fashioned institution” but everyone gets married (Almeida, 2003: 54-55). Another
12
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that this will happen. If it does, then obligations can be as strong as those found inside the
family.

5. Equality, but …
The discourse of the interviewees on contributions, repayment and obligations within the
network is very much marked by the principle of equality – “everyone should be given the
same,” “everyone has the same obligation.” Equality seems to be a fundamental criterion in
defining what is just. However, as already mentioned, this equality does not refer to
reciprocity within the giver-receiver pair, but to the relationship between givers and
receivers. It does not matter whether the child repays his/her parents; what matters is that
the parents give the same to each of their children, and the children have an equal
obligation to take care of their parents in their old age. The following statement from one of
the interviewees illustrates this principle:
There was one thing my father always did very correctly … if he gave fifty to one, he’d give fifty
to the other. And I never ask if he’s given my sister anything. He’s always the first to say … I
gave such-and such to your sister, so I’m giving this to you.

Failure to apply the principle of equality to one’s children is one of the main reasons for
tensions and conflicts between parents and children, as well as between siblings, and one of
the fundamental reasons for family splits. Given that the principle of equality applies to the
relationship between givers and receivers, the problems go beyond the giver-receiver pair
and apply generally to the group involved. If they feel they have been treated unfairly,
children get involved in conflicts with their elders and also with members of their own
generation for “siding” with these inequalities. Conflicts within close family relationships
almost always involve disputes about the unequal contributions and repayments of parents,
children and siblings.
The norm of equality is above all fundamental in defining the circulation of gifts from the
top downwards. Treating one’s children equally is an inalienable principle of family
relationships, and becomes particularly significant when it is a question of material
donations from parents to children. Symbolic, affective and legal issues help to make this the
case. The legal rights of each individual are added to the moral obligation of parents and, for

is housework: everyone thinks that it should be shared, but only women do it (Torres et al., 2004).
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this reason, inheritance emerges as the final regulator of gifts. The principle of equality may
sometimes be broken, with or without a consensus, but the discourses convey the certainty
that “in the end” everything will be settled properly.
The definition and application of the principle of equality to the circulation of family gifts
are somewhat complex. Coenen-Hunter et al. (1994), in a study on family solidarity, discuss
the application of the principles of distributive justice to the processes of negotiating mutual
support, reaching the conclusion that the definition of the roles of the different members of
the family network in providing support is essentially made on the basis of two principles:
equality and equity. The equality principle requires that everyone should contribute equally,
given that they have similar status. The equity principle, on the contrary, presupposes that
the contribution of each person should conform to certain criteria: socio-economic
resources and/or concrete availability (time, geographical proximity, etc.); gender and order
of birth (daughters, oldest children , etc.); skills (technical and/or relational). In the case of
the equity principle, the criteria for dividing up obligations vary according to the type of help
required (money, household services, moral support, etc.) (Coenen-Hunter et al., 1994: 152).
My research findings are very close to these. Firstly, the study by Coenen-Hunter et al.
shows that the equity norm prevails to a great extent over the equality norm (CoenenHunter et al., 1994: 153). Secondly, the authors’ work on distributive justice reveals that very
diverse criteria intervene in the inventory of resources, in most cases creating conflict
between the actors involved. Finally, the study on family solidarity reveals that very often
difficulties are resolved in terms of the most simple criteria (geographical proximity, work
timetables, etc.) without the individuals involved necessarily being satisfied.
The interviews I conducted show clearly that, depending on the resource in question, the
dominant discourse reflecting the equality principle is, in practice, replaced by the equity
principle. Equality prevails in few areas: primarily in financial help and material goods. Here,
the same is given to all children: the same money, the same land, the same present, a
financial amount equivalent to the price of the land or present, etc. However, when it is a
matter of help with services or care, everything changes: help is given to the person who is
nearest, who needs it most or who asks for it. The equity principle then prevails and the
flows are no longer governed by equality: they are unequal between parents and children,
children and parents, grandparents and grandchildren, grandchildren and grandparents and
between siblings. Contributions differ according to whether a man or a woman is involved,
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whether they live near or farther away, and whether they are able to contribute or not. It
should be emphasised that these ambiguities are actually acknowledged in the discourse of
interviewees. People proclaim the principle of equality but admit that it is difficult to apply –
“everyone has the same obligation, but…” Certain attributes prevail without causing any
greater problems: being a woman and living nearest, for example, are variables that
“naturally” lead people to assume a greater burden without creating conflict.
As Coenen-Hunter et al. emphasise, the equity principle also conveys an expression of
individualism and potential conflict between members of the family network: it is necessary
to reckon things up, but the criteria used in the calculations are not always compatible and
cannot always be properly ranked. As different types of help flow (money, goods, services)
according to variable criteria, the authors question whether the difficulty of determining the
cost of each one may not represent a factor that is liable to limit solidarity. In effect, whilst a
feeling of injustice, linked to poor reckoning of the legitimate criteria, may be tolerated
when the costs are low, the same cannot automatically be said to happen once they increase
(Coenen-Hunter et al., 1994: 155).

6. Autonomy, but …
If the equality principle pervades discourse on the circulation of family gifts, the autonomy
principle characterises the way in which people define their relationships with others,
particularly the older generations. The expression of autonomy ranges from the norm of
“casamento-apartamento” (“marriage and own home”), which presides over the setting up
of a family and defines residential strategies,14 to the motto “everyone has to lead their own
life,” which is used repeatedly to describe the relationship with parents and in-laws as well
as other close relationships. The primacy of the nuclear family involves the affirmation of
autonomy and the principle of not interfering with what happens within it. “Only those who
live in the convent know what goes on inside” – the husband, wife and children are the only
ones who have the right to talk about how family life is organised and the decisions that are
made. All choices concerning the details of daily life and professional and educational

14

An interesting discussion of the relationship between autonomy and housing can be found in Sennett (2004).
The author states that ownership of a house is a “compelling desire in American society” and sees this as one
manifestation of its individualism (Sennett, 2004: 112).
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options centre on this triad, and any interference is considered abusive, particularly if
unsolicited.
As the processes involved in the transition to adult life are becoming increasingly
complex, diverse and spread out over time (Cicchelli and Martin, 2004; Guerreiro and
Abrantes, 2004), the “set-up time” for most of the families interviewed is based, to a large
extent, on intergenerational support strategies. The interviews show how, in a social context
in which the market is making it increasingly difficult to access employment and housing and
economic instability is also increasing, it is becoming harder for individuals and their families
to establish their autonomy in relation to the previous generation. However, both
generations continue to favour autonomy for young families, with parents being the first to
provide the support to enable this to be constructed gradually.15
Given the intense material and affective flows that circulate from parents to children, the
balance between giving, reciprocity and autonomy is difficult to achieve and represents a
complex element in the management of families. As Claude Martin (1996) states, family
giving is accompanied by the “right of intromission,” which contrasts with the principles of
autonomy. The research shows that this is an area of tension within networks, given that
conflicting norms are at stake. The challenge facing new families is to reach a compromise
between individuality and freedom and between obligation and autonomy, which is not
always easy to achieve.
As the reflections of the French sociologist François de Singly on family and
individualisation have shown (Singly, 2001a, 2001b, 2001c, 2001d, 2003 and 2004),
nowadays a significant part of the personal identity of individuals is constructed within the
domain of family relationships, where love circulates. In individualistic societies, “the family”
(whatever its form or structure) assumes the role of consolidating the “self” of adults and
children. Contrary to what the term individualism may lead us to believe, in order to
construct their identity, individuals need relationships with others whom they regard as
important. These significant others are generally their spouses and children or, from the
children’s point of view, their parents.

15

On this subject, see the collection compiled by Singly (2001c) on the process of individualization of children
and young people.
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Singly’s work shows how the changes that took place in families correspond to a
compromise between the individuals’ claims for autonomy and their desire to continue to
share their private life with those close to them from an affective point of view. The
“individualistic and relational family” which the author talks about (Singly, 2004) offers the
possibility of happiness for all of its members. The affective relationship provides a
favourable framework in which personal identity is not diminished but, on the contrary,
gradually revealed. It is not merely a matter of being together with someone, but of being
freely together (Singly, 2001a).16
The family is constructed on the basis of love, but the most fundamental thing about it is
not the institution itself but its members – “the family becomes a private space at the
service of individuals” (Singly, 2001b: 8),17 enabling its members to become individualised.
For this reason it is both attractive (given that the majority of individuals prefer it as a way of
life) and unstable (the marital tie is becoming increasingly fragile and the duration of
relationships increasingly unpredictable). As Singly affirms, it is “in the tension between
relations and autonomy that contemporary families are constructed, deconstructed and
reconstructed” (ibid.).
I intend to avoid falling into the trap of confusing autonomy with independence. As
Karine Chaland (2001) clearly explains, the two notions have different philosophical roots
and correspond to very separate theoretical and empirical realities. Briefly, we may say that
the concept of autonomy refers to the construction of one’s own rules, whilst the idea of
independence refers to the individual’s self-sufficiency and possession of resources
(specifically, economic resources), which enable her/him to be free to establish the ties s/he
wants. According to the individualistic ideas of contemporary societies, individuals should be
autonomous and independent (Singly, 2001a). However, as Chaland stresses, it may not be
possible for the two dimensions to coexist. Analysing the case of young unemployed adults,
the author shows that it is possible to be autonomous without being independent (Chaland,
2001: 36-39). The “most radical” combination of the two dimensions is to be found amongst

16

The title of a work by Singly: Libres ensembles. L’individualisme dans la vie commune (2001a). The closeness
of some of the author’s positions on the link between individualisation and married life to the arguments put
forward by Anthony Giddens and to his concept of the “pure relationship” (Giddens, 1994 and 1995) should be
stressed.
17
This trend is evident in various indicators: divorce by mutual consent, the increased number of working
women, the preference for negotiation in bringing up children, etc. (Singly, 2001b and 2001c).
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employed single people (idem: 40): individuals who work, live alone and are not involved in
any intimate relationship. Thus, Karine Chaland’s analysis clearly shows that autonomy and
independence may exist in association or dissociation. My interviews confirmed this idea.
If autonomy prevails, independence is not always a constant. Research shows that there
are families who are totally independent of their original families in both material and
affective terms; families who have close affective relationships with the older generations
and are intensely sociable but enjoy total material independence; families who are
financially independent but still need material support and/or services provided by the
previous generation; families who depend on their original families in order to maintain a
lifestyle beyond their financial means; and families who depend on various forms of support
from their original families on an everyday basis in order to survive.
As Hockey and James show (1993), “dependence” is a possibility for each individual
during his life cycle. This is a concept that has more than one meaning and includes a wide
range of contexts and social experiences. However, in western societies nowadays, the
expression tends to refer to an increasingly restricted set of experiences and specific
categories of individuals, whilst also assuming increasingly negative connotations.18
These concepts lose their meaning when a micro-sociological perspective on the family is
constructed in the light of the gift paradigm. Even when considered from a macro-social
point of view, it is possible to observe that the period of dependence on the family is
becoming extended – youth is lasting longer and the processes of transition to adult life, as
previously mentioned, are becoming increasingly complex.19 Within the family, dependence
is part of the web of ties that are established between its members and of the constellation
of greater or lesser conflicting principles that govern relationships within the network.
It is the ambiguity that exists between the need for autonomy and the complex web of
dependencies established through the help provided by relatives that partly explains the
logic of dissimulation discussed above. Givers must take care not to threaten the autonomy
of recipients and not to transform them into dependents. For those who receive, it is

18

Sennett refers to the “shame of dependence” (2001: 214-217) and in his latest work discusses the
“infantilization thesis” which liberal thought has constructed around dependence (2004: 102-107).
19
In analysing data from a survey of young Portuguese people (aged 15 to 29), Luísa Schmidt concludes that
“marriage, which was one of the most reliable criteria or indicators of social autonomisation and of change in
status from young person to ‘adult’, in the end is shown to represent the prolongation of a characteristically
juvenile situation for many young couples,” or, according to the author, “a situation of semi-dependence on
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necessary to ensure independence without jeopardising the support provided by relatives.
For this reason, asking is forbidden, although the generosity of the family is always welcome.
Those who know how to generate help without asking and those who give disinterestedly
and discreetly are at an advantage.
Dependence is a relational term that raises questions about the nature and quality of the
relationships that are established. Although individualist theses emphasise the negative
aspects, my empirical analysis does not provide enough elements to confirm this. The
interviews show that countless families depend on their original families in different ways
and to different extents. Although this fact gives rise to some tension at certain moments,
dependency is inscribed in the long cycle of family gifts and counter-gifts, enabling obligation
and liberty to be reconciled. Research shows that individuals and their families seek out a
balance that does not threaten their identity and individuality, constructing models that
reconcile autonomy, independence and relationships with others.

7. Final considerations
From what has been discussed in this article, it emerges that the definition and application
of norms within social networks conform to a complex model. Interactions and exchanges
are based on principles that very often contradict each other and generate tensions and
conflicts. Dependence on the support which flows within networks collides with the basic
principle of autonomy, the senses of duty and obligation are at odds with freedom and
affection, the norm of reciprocity evades the asymmetry of exchanges, giving coexists with
utilitarian interests, the principle of equality is obscured by the social and gender inequalities
that define the kind of help that is given. This series of paradoxes is primarily founded on the
difference between kinship and other types of ties.
The research presented here shows that norms are applied differently within and outside
family ties. Kinship represents a subsystem within networks, given that the relationships that
it establishes are defined by a priori constitutive, regulatory and distributive norms.
Networks define forms of exclusion and inclusion and offer protection or indifference on the
basis of the criteria of trust or lack of trust. The interviews show that biological relationships

the original family” (Schmidt, 1990: 650).
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offer individuals the security that other ties do not contain, whilst also imposing clear
obligations and duties.
In his work The Corrosion of Character, Richard Sennett (1998) analyses the new
organisation of work and discusses the way in which modern institutions are supported by
schemes which favour the short term, thus limiting the strengthening of informal trust. The
slogan is “No long term” – “a principle which corrodes trust, loyalty, and mutual
commitment” (Sennett, 1998: 23). The author stresses the devaluing of strong ties and the
importance of weak ties in a context of permanent change, in which distance and superficial
cooperation are more beneficial than loyalty and commitment. Sennett identifies a conflict
between work and family, a sphere in which the long term and mutual commitment are
fundamental. From this conflict the author extracts certain questions on the “adult
experience”: “How can long-term purposes be pursued in a short-term society? How can
durable social relationships be sustained? How can a human being develop a narrative of
identity and life history in a society that is composed of episodes and fragments?” (Sennett,
1998: 26-27).
In the light of what has been discussed here, the answer to these questions seems to lie
in family ties. One of the aspects that upholds the strength of family ties is the enduring
nature of relationships. Family ties offer a long-term perspective missing from other
relationships that are more susceptible to changes of various kinds and to erosion by time. It
is the permanence of family relationships, guaranteed by the biological bond, that to a large
extent enables trust and mutual commitment to be built up, representing instrumental and
affective anchors for individuals and their families. In this way, family ties constitute
structuring elements in the design of social networks.
Therefore, in the contemporary process of individualisation, the fragility of the conjugal
tie (Singly, 2001b) and the labour tie (Sennett, 1998) are not, in this case, paralleled by any
weakening of kinship ties. The role and normativity of family relationships are revealed in
multiple forms, enabling their vitality and their importance to the configuration of social
networks to be affirmed. If, as Martuccelli affirms, “the individual only exists to the extent
that that he is sustained by a series of supports” (2002: 63), research shows that family ties
are an essential form of support.
Analysis of the norms within networks shows that kinship has alchemical properties: it
turns difference into equivalence, provides for dependence without loss of autonomy,
73

RCCS Annual Review, 1, September 2009

What Makes Social Networks Move?

reconciles freedom with obligation, and transforms debt into a positive element. This
alchemy is possible due to the predominance of the gift system and the primacy of social ties
over things in defining relationships between individuals.
Translated by Sheena Caldwell
Revised by Teresa Tavares
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History, Memory and Forgetting: Political Implications*
Researchers have raised questions about recovering traumatic situations such as the Holocaust,
the bombing of Hiroshima, the Vietnam war or the fratricidal massacres in Yugoslavia. Although
some classic studies have identified important aspects relating to history and memory, there are
several ways of dealing with the past, all of which involve interests, power and exclusion. The
politics of just memory with regard to crimes committed in the past, a debate in which various
academic areas as well as society in general have been involved, depends on processes of
selection and also on elements which extend beyond the scope of human reason. It is necessary
to find a balance between an obsession with the past and attempts to impose forgetting. Our aim,
therefore, is to extend our understanding of history, memory and forgetting, emphasizing their
limits as well as their ethical and moral implications.
Keywords: History; memory; forgetting; politics of memory; trauma.

Introduction
The aim of this article is to investigate the impasses between memory and forgetting that
are present in debates on the preservation and dissemination of archives associated with
conflicts, wars and periods of political oppression. The debate on justice for crimes
committed in the past, in which various academic areas as well as society in general have
been involved, is greatly aided by documents and testimonies, although it is not solely
dependent on them. However, societies do not always choose to remember. Our aim,
clearly, is not to devote this entire discussion to remembering and forgetting, but rather to
extend our understanding of these terms, and this also implies establishing their limits.
The first part of this article is based on the work of sociologists, historians and
philosophers such as Maurice Halbwachs, Pierre Nora and Paul Ricoeur on collective
memory. Historical narratives that preside over the organisation of archives, collections and
museums remind us of what has passed or, in other words, what is no longer present
amongst us. However, they do not reveal an absolute truth; instead they lead us to the
process of constructing collections on the basis of conflicting interests. Memory operates as
a selective process and may become a political weapon for the victims of war and genocide
when forgetting has established its hegemony.

*

Article published in RCCS 79 (December 2007).
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The second part of this article deals with cases in which more than one selective process
is involved in what is to be remembered. Authors such as Georges Bataille and Max Scheler
present situations in which individuals and communities may be incapable of conveying what
they have learned from experience and pain when looking back at the past. Memory does
not merely obey reason, since it is also related to inherited traditions which form part of our
identity and which we cannot control and, in addition, to deep feelings such as love, hate,
humiliation, pain and resentment, which emerge independently of our will.
As a result of these challenges, the third part of this article presents various historical
situations in which alternatives are being constructed with the aim of overcoming the
distance between the past and the present and to establish an agenda in which
remembering is linked to the possibility of forgetting.

1. The selective process of memory
Maurice Halbwachs was the first sociologist to redeem the topic of memory for the field of
social interaction.1 Rejecting the idea current at the time that memory was the result of the
impression of real events on the human mind, he established the thesis that people weave
their memories together on the basis of the various forms of interaction that they engage in
with other individuals. Therefore, certain memories are repeated within the family, others
among workers in a factory and so on. As individuals do not belong only to one group but are
involved in multiple social relationships, the individual differences in each memory express
the results of each person’s trajectory throughout their lives. Individual memory only reveals
the complexities of the social interrelations experienced by each person.
The general merit of Halbwachs’ work, therefore, was to show that individual memory
cannot be separated from collective memories. The individual alone does not have control
over recovering the past. Memory is formed by individuals interacting with each other and
by social groups, and individual memories are the result of this process. Even though the
individual may think that their memory is strictly personal, as it recalls events in which only
they were involved or facts and objects which only they witnessed and experienced, it is, in
fact, collective since the individual, even if alone, is the product of social interactions and

1

Maurice Halbwachs established the main theoretical arguments in support of the collective nature of memory
in two books that are nowadays considered standard reference works on the subject, Les cadres sociaux de la
mémoire (1925) and La mémoire collective, the latter published posthumously (1950).
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views the world through collective constructs such as language. If lost in the same desert,
two individuals from different cultural traditions will have different memories, descriptions
and feelings associated with their experiences. These will not, strictly speaking, be individual
since, as Halbwachs affirms, the individual is never alone.
In making memory the subject of the social sciences Halbwachs reiterates Durkheim’s
argument on the predominance of collective over individual consciousness. This emphasis by
Halbwachs on collective representations has been theoretically counterbalanced by others
who have investigated the involvement of social agents in interactive processes. Memory,
tradition and history are conceived by some authors to be collective representations actively
formed by social actors. The collection of articles compiled by David Middleton and Derek
Edwards consolidates the interactionist approach to studies on collective memory
(Middleton and Edwards, 1990). Yet, despite the differences, both Halbwachs’s study of the
social frameworks for memory and the interactionist approaches to collective memory show
that neither historical truth nor spontaneous memory really exist.
Aware of these concerns, in the 1980s Nora edited an anthology of articles in which the
authors explored “places of memory” in France or, in other words, symbolic places made by
and making the French nation. The objects of study were not documentary sources or
individual memories but evidence from past eras, including the founding of museums,
archives, cemeteries, celebrations, collections and so on. Also relevant for the debate on
collective memory was the distinction made by Nora between history and memory (Nora,
1984). In his introduction to the anthology, nowadays considered a standard reference work
for studies in this area, Nora contrasts different approaches to the past. In his opinion,
history corresponds to a modern acceleration of time, meaning that events are perceived as
ephemeral, transitory and belonging to a homogenous time. He points out the limits of this
historiography, which he describes as a logical and linear narrative, devoid of any content
relating to the past. In contrast to history, collective memories are linked to ongoing
movements and recollections transmitted from one generation to another. Nevertheless,
they also have their limitations in terms of understanding the past, since individuals are not
aware that their own perceptions transform the past. Individual or collective memory is
vulnerable to manipulation (Nora, 1984; Davis and Starn, 1989) and therefore both history
and memory are limited in their access to the past.
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In the distinction he makes between history and memory, Nora contextualises the
different ways of looking at the past. He shows that, with modernity, perceptions of time
and historical narratives follow the processes of time acceleration. Walter Benjamin, in his
reflections on history, had already pointed out the limits of the historical approach which
listed facts and events over homogenous time. Benjamin understood that the transmission
of collective representations from individual to individual over time and space would
become increasingly sparse and discontinuous (Benjamin, 1968). Another important author
in terms of contextualizing historical narratives was the German historian Reinhart Koselleck.
In his view, modernity is differentiated by the concept of the “new,” which makes each
moment unique and independent in relation to those which preceded it. The modern world
is distinguished from the old because it is full of singular characteristics and is always open
to the possibility of the future. This “time future,” independent of everyday experience
constructed over centuries, entails a break between the present and the past and banishes
everything that has gone before it (Koselleck, 1985).
The belief in this hiatus between past and present and in the ongoing reconstruction of
the past by the present is taken to its extreme by scholars exploring the concept of
detraditionalisation. Authors such as Anthony Giddens (1990), Ulrich Beck et al. (1994) and
Scott Lash (1998) argue that contemporary individuals possess great autonomy in relation to
traditions, being detached and free to engage in new experiences. For them, contemporary
societies are characterised by an accelerated pace of change, and the uniqueness of
individuals is defined by their distance from collective past experiences. In contrast to
Benjamin’s pessimism, they believe that the more unstable and shifting social interactions
are, the more important individual actions or, in other words, their capacity for choice and
decision-making, become. In this context, historical narratives reflect an ongoing process of
selection and reconstruction of traces of the past.2 Therefore, for these authors both history
and memory deal with the discontinuity of modern time. Obviously there are still authors
who believe in communication between past and present. The French philosopher Paul
Ricœur was able not only to contextualise but also to skilfully interweave memory, history
and forgetting. In his view, memory is an ongoing task that is always able to superimpose
itself on pre-established structural processes (Ricœur, 2000).

2

For a critique of detraditionalisation, see Santos, 1998.
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Our aim in this article is to show that there is a significant diversity of approaches to the
past, almost all of which are permeated by tensions, conflicts and disputes. Memory, history
and forgetting are necessary experiences which neither blend nor complement one another.
Nowadays we find ourselves far removed from both the notion of history as a faithful record
of the past and the reduction of memory to a kind of selective reconstruction of the past.
Therefore, the fundamental step that must be taken is to understand that there is nothing
natural in the reconstruction of the past.
The building up of archives, the classification of data and the organisation of events and
celebrations are activities involving memory that play an essential role in the society in
which we live. At any given time there is always an ongoing and significant political struggle
associated with the creation and preservation of archives relating to periods of domination
and violence in which human rights were abused. Throughout the 20th century, the major
demand of the victims of totalitarian and repressive governments found expression in
movements to reclaim memory. Archives, artefacts and accounts of the past have been used
as proof of a past that was deliberately forgotten in official versions of history, in an attempt
to summon up everything that had been left in the limbo of history. Memory is therefore
associated with those who wield power, since they decide which narratives should be
remembered, preserved and disseminated.
In Latin America in the 1980s, military dictatorships were succeeded by democratic
governments. In various countries legislation was introduced to provide for amnesties and
pardons, enabling former opponents of the regime to be reintegrated, but at the same time
preventing the trial of those who had been responsible for torture and other barbaric
crimes. It is only in recent years that the pacts for pardon and forgetting have begun to be
reviewed. In 2006, for the first time in Brazil, victims of kidnapping and torture under the
military regime, whose lives had been brutally maimed, questioned the Amnesty Law that
had been passed in 1979.3 In Argentina, it is only in recent years that the so-called pardon
laws have been questioned, and the courts have begun to review the crimes committed by

3

The couple César Teles and Maria Amélia Teles, the sister of the latter, Criméia Almeida, and their two
children, Janaína and Édson, began legal proceedings for moral and physical damages against an agent of the
security forces in the 1970s, Carlos Alberto Brilhante Ustra.
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state employees associated with the military dictatorship.4 This has also happened in
Uruguay and Chile.5
The various debates on truth and reconciliation in post-apartheid South Africa can also be
understood as the result of a tenuous political agreement that is seeking to establish itself.
The power contained in memories is so strong and complex that even the opposition, when
it comes into power, cannot always encourage remembrances of the past that have been
repressed. In the midst of the hatred and resentment that accumulated over many
generations, what can be remembered? As tools of power, memory and forgetting have
been used by various governments, both totalitarian and democratic, in order to secure
political control over opposing forces. Forgetting has therefore also served as a political
strategy used by democratic governments at particular moments. The previous examples are
important because they show us that the associations between memory, autonomy and
liberty, on the one hand, and forgetting and authoritarianism on the other hand, cannot be
generalised.
The behaviour of the United States during the Vietnam War has not yet been properly
and publicly debated in world forums, and it may be said that there is a lot to be
remembered. The autobiography of Robert McNamara, the Secretary of Defense at the time,
(2006), makes it clear that the many mistakes that were made have still not been properly
judged. Those who supported the decisions to carry out a devastating massacre of
Vietnamese civilians using napalm, toxic gases and bombing on a massive scale are still close
to power. The moral blindness that still prevails today over Vietnam may be associated, on
the one hand, with the continuity of the power of the United States in international affairs
and, on the other hand, the inability of American society to distance itself from the crimes
that have been committed. Archives and evidence are therefore undeniably important to the
various opposing forces, and their political implications are significant in political disputes.

4

Despite the strong movement of the “Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo”, it was only in 2005 that Argentina
revoked the Full Stop and Due Obedience Laws, also known as the pardon laws, which were blocking
proceedings against those responsible for violating human rights. In 2006, the courts ruled that the pardon
granted to former president Jorge Rafael Videla was unconstitutional. In the same year, former policeman
Miguel Etchecolatz, aged 77, was sentenced to life imprisonment for crimes he had committed during the
military dictatorship.
5
In Uruguay, it was only in 2006, 21 years after the re-establishment of democracy, that the Public Prosecutor’s
Office requested proceedings to be initiated against soldiers and policemen responsible for crimes committed
during the military dictatorship.
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2. Facing the impossibility of remembering the past
As initially stated, not everything that relates to the past is the object of present-day
negotiation. The latest historiographical approaches have made the search for the past more
complex than just the interplay of present-day interests. Authors such as Hayden White, in
abolishing the search for an original, non-linguistic presence, reduce all approaches to
attempts at interpretation that are restricted to the domain of language. 6 This not only
relativises narratives concerning the nature of an event, but also their political implications.
One of the characteristics of contemporary historiography is the systematic revision of
political conflicts in the modern era. In France, in addition to revising major events
associated with the French Revolution, the legacy of the Vichy government is constantly
being reinterpreted.
Some researchers also study memory in situations involving extreme aggression and
violence. In this case, the inability of the victims to respond has been observed. Incapable of
understanding the experiences they have lived through or of ascribing meaning to them,
they become unable to use their memories selectively. Memory therefore cannot be
reduced to a political tool; it extends beyond attempts to control it.
Attempts to recover traumatic situations such as those which took place during the
Holocaust, the bombing of Hiroshima, the Vietnam war, or the fratricidal massacres in
Yugoslavia have had the disturbing effect of draining these catastrophic events of the sense
of tragedy they contained in the past. In the words of Georges Bataille, revealing the effects
of the Hiroshima bombing became the opposite of revealing the facts (Bataille, 1995: 228229). That is to say, human representation of this catastrophe is not capable of accurately
conveying the dimensions of the event and, instead, has the perverse effect of making banal
something that is not so. In his view, as there are no words to describe the horror, the
feeling of horror cannot be the starting point for attempts to describe this horror (ibidem). In
providing an explanation of what has happened, the history that is recounted serves to
justify unjustifiable violence and banish it from the collective imagination.
The possibility of representing reality is always a challenge. We may understand that
there are no words to describe horror and that those who try to explain it end up by
eliminating any possibility of facing or repairing the tragedy. Individuals find refuge in action,
but do not always resolve problems related to violence and suffering, which are basic
6

See White (1987), amongst others.

83

RCCS Annual Review, 1, September 2009

History, Memory and Forgetting

components of human life. Researchers in various academic areas have been involved in
studying the possibilities of reconstructing and explaining trauma.
Freud and Lacan have both shown in their own way that individuals do not have full
control over their memories; they may return to them repeatedly without any desire on
their part for this to happen, or they may disappear without the option of recall. For Freud,
trauma is a consequence either of the devastating nature of an event or the psychic
apparatus of the individual, which may not be prepared to respond to certain stimuli (Freud,
1955). When a particularly powerful stimulus acts on us, we may not be capable of
responding to it. It breaks down our protective barriers to become part of our actual being
and we are not able to defend ourselves against it. Our self-awareness fails. This explains the
nightmares that repeatedly return, leaving individuals drained and unable to defend
themselves. Past aggression returns in flashbacks, nightmares and other similar phenomena;
it is the cause of certain symptoms, namely repetitive actions that aim to reduce the stress
caused by the initial aggression.
In addition, the works of Nietzsche and Scheler help us to understand attitudes that
overstep every moral limit that can be expected of human beings. Memory and forgetting
also involve ethical and moral issues. Scheler, in his study on resentment, indicates how
profound experiences related to suffering and humiliation can lead to a highly contagious
feeling of vengeance and rancour (Scheler and Frings, 1994). In relating a traumatic
experience to the identity of its subject, we may see that his attitude towards the past does
not revolve solely around the knowledge of what he has left behind. Memory cannot be
considered only as a reconstructed past. It may make the individual relive an experience and
evoke new desires and emotions that may be extremely negative and self-destructive.
Returning to the past may include the possibility of understanding, but it equally revives
feelings that had previously been repressed. Even if representation is possible, we must
enquire whether it is desirable, and if it is possible to integrate the trauma into our lives in a
connected rather than pathological manner.
How do we respond, for example, to the issue raised by Taussig when he denounces the
brutal decimation of the American Indians by the Spanish following their arrival in America?
This anthropologist correctly argues that the conquest had already taken place and did not
require such violence (Taussig, 1986). How are we to understand the Holocaust? How do we
explain the massacre of the Tutsis in Rwanda? What can be said about the attitude of the
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Serbs in Kosovo? The more historians search for explanations for barbarities that have been
committed, the more these excesses seem to remain beyond our logical and rational
comprehension.
Some researchers believe that in cases of extreme violence there may be a direct
relationship between event and representation. Like Bataille, Friedländer also argues that
extreme violence has its own unique characteristics. The extermination of the Jews cannot
be the object of theoretical discussion; it was a unique event and needs to be recorded as
such. Since recollection of the traumatic event is, in most cases, extremely faithful and
rigorous in its use of detail, it offers direct access to the real. Therefore, Friedländer believes
that the Shoah, due to its excess, can be conveyed without distortion or banality. The
extreme violence of the Holocaust has enabled historians to reorganise their understanding
of the real. According to the author, since excess is beyond the individual’s imaginative and
representational capabilities, since it has no limits and is beyond representation, it speaks
for itself (Friedländer, 1992). What the individual describes is not a construction of an event
experienced in the past, but the event itself. Representation of the real without mediation is
present in the testimony of traumatic situations. The evidence of the “present” is possible
because awareness has been deactivated.
Archives, testimonies, statements and records are brought to light with the aim of
conveying to future generations the absurdity of unnecessary violence. The Yad Vashem
archives and memorial in Jerusalem contains the largest amount of information on the
Holocaust in the world, and nowadays plays an important political role in denouncing and
condemning those involved in the Hitler regime. Various other archives have a similar role.
The International Rehabilitation Council for Torture Victims in Copenhagen also houses an
important collection of statements and information on human rights violations that have
occurred in more recent wars, such as those in Bosnia, Afghanistan and Iraq. Organisations
are founded to fight against the arbitrariness of oblivion by recovering names and restoring
the facts that can still be remembered. The role of these archives is not to explain what
cannot be explained, but to keep alive the memory of what cannot be repeated.
We may therefore arrive at the conclusion that there is no final ruling on memory. In
some cases forgetting may not only be a choice, but also a given fact. Moreover, despite the
exceptional nature of traumatic situations, more than a few authors have identified them in
contemporary everyday life. Walter Benjamin’s description of the experience of shock is one
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of the earliest and most powerful images of the modern individual, fragmented and unable
to react to the stimuli he encounters (Benjamin, 1973).

3. The response of the new historiography
In recent years, contemporary historiography has sought to respond to the question posed
by Georges Bataille. Historians working in the field of present-day history, and especially oral
history, have been concerned with constructing a space within historical narrative in which
subjectivity, feelings and human experience can be valued. This concern has translated, on
the one hand, into ongoing efforts to uncover the most subtle and camouflaged forms of
domination – very often established through the actual social process of constructing
memory/ies - and, on the other hand, the salvaging of memories, experiences and existences
that have been hidden and silenced. The new historiography gives a voice to those who do
not feature in documentary records, enabling group histories to be recovered on a small
scale. Through accounts constructed on the basis of the personal trajectory of each
individual, which, though partial, contain depth and moral outlines associated with this
subjectivity, they seek out elements that have evaded other forms of analysis (Thompson,
1992).
In the text “Memória, esquecimento, silêncio” [Memory, Forgetting, Silence] (1989)
Michel Pollak draws our attention to the processes of domination and submission within
different versions and memories, pointing out the rift between the dominant official
memory and the “underground memories” marked by silence, the unsaid and resentment.
This rift may appear not only in relations between a dominating state and civil society, but
also in relations between an inclusive society and minority groups. “Forbidden,”
“unspeakable” or “shameful” memories very often contradict the most legitimate and
powerful of all collective memories: national memory.
In this context, the research of Henri Rousso and Alessandro Portelli proves very
interesting. Rousso studied the “framing” processes of the French national memory –
involving concealment and political reconstruction, principally with regard to the Second
World War, the Resistance and collaborationism. He shows that both collaboration and the
Vichy government were relegated to the margins of the national memory, forgotten and,
worse, concealed (Rousso, 1987).
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Portelli, in a text well known to researchers working with oral history, studied the
different “layers” to the memory of a massacre carried out by German soldiers in the small
Italian city of Civitella. To the Italian government, Civitella was a symbol of resistance to
fascism, and the anniversary of the massacre was commemorated with national honours.
However, Portelli discovered an underground memory in the statements of local residents
that had been hidden and was very different from the official memory. Surviving local
residents felt that the massacre was due to the irresponsibility of partisan militants, who had
killed some German officers and left the population exposed to Nazi vengeance. This local
memory did not fit with the official memory which praised the heroism of the small town
and was therefore concealed (Portelli, 1996).
The warning given by the French historian Pierre Ansart (2001) applies perfectly to the
studies produced by Rousso and Portelli: “We must consider the rancour, envy, desire for
vengeance and phantoms of death.” Ansart’s aim is to incorporate the “shadowy, disturbing,
frequently terrifying” aspects of past experience into historical narrative. Basing his
arguments in particular on Nietzsche, Ansart proposes to researchers a history of
resentment, a history which takes into account, for example, the experience of humiliation
and fear as driving forces behind human action and reaction.
These four authors engage with the political trauma resulting from genocide, dictatorship
and tyranny. In our opinion, many important contributions to this theme have come from
researchers involved in oral history, women’s history and anthropology. We would now like
to comment on some of these works – several of which are still in the research and
conclusion stages.
The first work we wish to analyse is that of Silvia Salvatici, an Italian researcher who is
studying the impact of violence of the Kosovo war through oral statements supplied by
immigrants. Two of her texts have been published in the Revista de História Oral: “Memórias
de gênero: reflexões sobre a história oral de mulheres” [Gendered Memories: Reflections on
Women’s Oral History] and “Narrativas de violência no Kosovo do pós-guerra” [Narratives of
Violence in Post-war Kosovo] (Salvatici, 2005a e 2005b). In the two works, which
complement each other to a significant extent, Salvatici identifies an important issue: the
new and revealing focus that is brought to bear on the construction of historical narrative
through women’s statements. She emphasises the fact that oral history and women’s history
have developed together and have mutually reinforced each other. Both emerged out of a
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concern to salvage what had not been recorded for history and which, in most cases, relied
only on testimony and oral statements to be remembered and understood. Both fields were
concerned with rescuing this “voice of the past”7 and giving it a place in history. For
researchers of oral history and women’s history this was a militant, political concern, and
when both fields intersected, history actually encountered something new.
In her empirical research, Salvatici shows us the richness of experiences marked by
female subjectivity and gender-based behaviour and stances determined by a war situation.
She reproduces the statements of women who had been in concentration camps, worked for
the resistance and lived through civil wars, bringing to history a whole aspect of human
experience in times of war and domination that had previously been unknown and hidden.
Events and experiences involving rape, clandestine childbirth, abortion, care of the sick,
protection of children, the hoarding of food, making of clothes or even disguises, and
improvised ways of coping with cold and hunger in times of extreme scarcity now enter
history. Other statements by women describe the experiences of clandestine love, kisses
exchanged across the barricades, hasty marriages, lonely pregnancies, the joy of successful
births in precarious circumstances. The romantic side to political activities in times of war is
brought to light by oral accounts and statements by women. In short, they reveal a wide
range of experiences and ways of confronting war and tyranny that were previously
unknown and had not appeared in historical accounts and records, or even in the statements
of individuals who had lived through these situations. Most of these statements had been
provided by men and were based on male experiences in prisons, concentration camps and
resistance groups. The typically female experience of these types of traumatic situations
could only be highlighted through a combination of oral history and women’s history. Only in
this way was it possible for researchers to bring a dimension of human experience and
existence to history that had been totally ignored because it was based on a female
subjectivity excluded from historical narrative.
Another historian who has raised important questions concerning the relationship
between politics and subjectivity is the South African Jonathan Grossman. His text “Violência
e silêncio: Reescrevendo o futuro” [Violence and Silence: Rewriting the Future], also
published in the Revista de História Oral, brings to light the dramatic consequences of a
political process which attempted to ignore and, at certain moments, override the
7

An expression coined by the English historian Paul Thompson, 1992.
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subjectivities of the actors involved in the political history of South Africa. Grossman’s text
analyses the political process of national reconciliation and the rebuilding of the social
compact in the country after the apartheid regime ended. He focuses explicitly on the work
of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, whose objective was to repair the damage
caused to victims and develop a human rights policy (Grossman, 2000).
Grossman raises an important point: the Commission looked on everyone who had
suffered at the hands of the regime – through imprisonment, torture, clandestinity, ill
treatment or humiliation – as victims. These people were called upon to make statements
and describe before the Commission what they had suffered. Whilst not disagreeing with the
importance of this work, Grossman draws attention to the fact that countless people,
particularly young people, wanted to make statements to the Commission, but not as
victims. They wanted to record their achievements in the struggle, the resistance, the fight.
They did not feel they were victims, but rather heroes of combat. Yet there was no place for
them; their statements were not wanted or recorded. The Commission was not looking for
heroes, but victims. Many of these young people rejected being turned into victims, they did
not regard themselves as such and did not want this role in history. However, the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission provided no space for them and was not interested in this kind of
historical record.
Grossman draws attention to a political process that “places suffering over and above
engagement and political resistance”: “As the focus is only on pain, people who have lived
through the entire experience of survival and resistance end up being reduced simply to
victims, and the fact that they also survived and resisted is not taken into account” (2000:
19-20). There was a refusal on the part of these young people to accept the role of victim
and a desire to affirm an identity linked to the idea of resistance. This subjectivity, for
Grossman, was jettisoned from the post-apartheid political process and this was to fuel
powerful currents of resentment in South African society, to the extent of dangerously
compromising the success of the political reconciliation process.
We should now like to comment on the relevance of another work – this time from the
field of anthropology – which discusses the relationship between subjectivity and politics.
The book by Kimberley Theidon, an anthropologist at Harvard University who has studied
Peru for many years, is significantly entitled Entre Prójimos: el conflicto armado interno y la
política de la reconciliación em el Peru (2004). The book deals with the armed conflict which
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took place in Peru in the 1980s as a result of the political actions of the Sendero Luminoso
(Shining Path) extremist group. It is based on fieldwork undertaken in Ayacucho, a region
where the Peruvian armed conflict made the greatest number of victims, most of whom
were from the indigenous population. Theidon studied seven indigenous communities who
had suffered and inflicted suffering. Her starting point was that the inhabitants of the
indigenous communities (and sometimes entire communities) felt constrained to ally
themselves either with the senderistas or the Armed Forces. It was precisely this
characteristic that conferred on the Peruvian armed conflict – at least in the Ayacucho
region – the status of a civil war. It set peasants and Indians allied with Sendero Luminoso
against peasants and Indians who supported the Armed Forces.
The question that Theidon explored in her extensive fieldwork was that of civil
participation in the killings and violence carried out and experienced by the indigenous
peasant population: “How did people start killing those closest to them? How did everyday
life and subjectivities become militarised and demilitarised?” (Theidon, 2004). This is the
question posed in the preface to the book. Theidon specifically explores the question of the
construction of subjectivity in times of civil war, the experience of social groups who have
been politically abandoned, manipulated by guerrillas and the Armed Forces and involved in
violent conflicts with neighbours, relatives and acquaintances. She explores despair and
politics. It is interesting to note that the Peruvian armed conflict – the war between the
Sendero and the Armed Forces that took place in Ayacucho – has only very recently become
the object of historical and social research. Until just a short time ago this subject was an
unbreakable taboo. Only now have accounts of this experience emerged and, even so, with
great difficulty. Theidon describes the enormous problems she faced in obtaining oral
statements about the war. Peasants and Indians did not want to talk – much less be
recorded – about this subject. Very recently the subject has also been covered in Peruvian
literature, a good example of which is the novel La hora azul by Alonso Cueto, which has
already been translated and published in Brazil (2006). Peruvian society is beginning to take
various steps towards reviewing the history of the war.
As it is a history that has been stifled and, in various senses, kept a secret, Theidon points
out the need to be able to decode various types of language in order to study this theme.
From amongst these she identifies the language of the body: it is necessary to understand an
experience culturally informed by the body, she tells us. The experience of the peasants and
90

RCCS Annual Review, 1, September 2009

History, Memory and Forgetting

Indians in this civil war – physical pain, torture, poverty and hunger – has been marked on
the body. In her view, the body is a place of memory, a site in which important historical
experiences are inscribed.
The theoretical and methodological question which Theidon discusses in her work is
precisely this incorporation of the construction of subjectivity into historical and
anthropological studies, although this means more than just valuing subjectivity in historical
narrative. She goes further, proposing that subjectivity should be incorporated as a research
object and tool. Her aim is to investigate the body of people (her witnesses) – how they
register and relate experiences of fear, pain, humiliation and also hope, happiness, relief and
pleasure; in other words, all the feelings and emotions experienced during a war.

Conclusion
This article has focused on various approaches which have made an effective contribution
towards constructing the notion we have today of what history, memory and forgetting are.
Yet, as the philosopher Edward Casey tells us, whatever memory is, it exceeds the scope of
human reason and resists being captured in the structure of intentionality. When we need to
produce an exact description of memory, it is as if we found ourselves “adrift in a virtual
Sargasso Sea of linguistic confusion and oblivion” (Casey, 1987: 89).
Faced with a range of approaches and political implications, we have aimed to emphasise
that the problem for researchers exploring the past is not merely related to the search for
knowledge, since it involves political and moral issues.8 Michel Foucault’s critique of history
as a means of arbitrarily establishing origins, continuity or even finality in relation to power
has given rise to a broad debate on the relationship between knowledge, morality and
power (Foucault, 1977). Countless researchers have been involved in denouncing narratives
which, although they reveal past facts and events to present generations, reproduce
domination and forms of power. The so-called objectivity and neutrality of approaches
which seek to reconstitute the past on the basis of scientific methods and rigorous standards
may take shape as new forms of control.
In short, by interweaving several interpretations of history, memory and forgetting we
have aimed to show that there are various ways of dealing with the past, all of which involve

8

See Seligmann-Silva, 2000, amongst others.
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interests, power and exclusion. The politics of just memory needs to strike a balance
between an obsession with the past and attempts to impose forgetting.
Research into what has happened in the past – and the related theoretical and
methodological debate – has sought in various ways to respond to the limits of
representation. We hope – and are working to this end – that new paths will help us to know
ourselves better, in an emancipatory and liberating sense. A history of human beings cannot
be created by ignoring either the subjectivity of the human condition or its limits. This being
the case, let us not let our knowledge of this subjectivity serve as a means to enable some
people to create more efficient ways to control and dominate others – this is the pledge of
the researchers we have considered during the course of our discussion.
Translated by Sheena Caldwell
Revised by Teresa Tavares
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Rescuing Epistemology*
Over the last three decades, the whole project of epistemology has been subjected to criticism
and change. This process has been marked, successively, by the transfer of epistemic sovereignty
to the “social” domain, by the rediscovery of ontology and by attention to constitutive
normativity and the political implications of knowledge. Some have even suggested that
epistemology should be abandoned altogether as a philosophical project. However, this process
has been offset by a proposal for a new epistemology, rooted in the experiences of the global
South. This article explores the possibilities of creating a space for dialogue between the various
critiques (“naturalist,” feminist, postcolonialist, epistemographic, epistopic, etc) of epistemology
as a philosophical project, and Boaventura de Sousa Santos’s proposal for an epistemology of the
South, taking as a starting point a review of philosophical pragmatism as the most radical form of
criticism of conventional epistemology.
Keywords: Epistemology; knowledge production; philosophical pragmatism; epistemology of the
South; abyssal and post-abyssal thinking.

1. Introduction
Over the last three decades, the epistemological project has been subjected to criticism and
change, culminating, recently, in proposals to jettison the whole project and its claim to be
able to define criteria for establishing what counts as knowledge and how it is validated. This
change has successively involved the transfer of epistemic sovereignty to the domain of the
“social,” the rediscovery of ontology and the interest in constitutive normativity and the
political implications of knowledge.
For some, this might represent the “final crisis” of epistemology, or at least its definitive
“naturalization” or “historicization,” to the extent that it would finally be stripped of its
pretensions to determine what counts or does not count as knowledge and to define the
criteria that distinguish truth from falsehood. However, at the same time, a constellation of
positions has gradually formed that are critical of epistemology, but do not celebrate and
promote its demise. Instead, these argue for the need for an epistemology rooted in the

*
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Foundation for Science and Technology, Ministry of Science, Technology and Higher Education
(POCTI/HCT/59430/2004). I would like to thank my colleagues at the Unit for the Study of Science, Technology
and Society, at CES, the students on the doctoral programme “Governance, Knowledge and Innovation”
(CES/School of Economics, University of Coimbra) and Peter Taylor for having helped me clarify the main lines
of argument presented here. This article is part of a long intellectual debate with Boaventura de Sousa Santos,
who has given me constant encouragement in my exploration of the epistemological debates and their social,
ethical and political implications.
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experiences of the global South. The most radical formulation of this proposal, and also the
most consistent with an “an alternative thinking of alternatives” in this domain, can be
found in the recent work of Boaventura de Sousa Santos, an author who has offered us some
of the most advanced and pertinent critical reflections on the long crisis of epistemology as a
normative project associated with modern science. As I shall argue here, this project goes
beyond the critiques of epistemology that have opened up the route to the present “postepistemological” intellectual climate, radically recasting the very notion of epistemology
within the framework of what the author calls “post-abyssal thinking.”
In this article, I discuss, firstly, the directions taken by critiques of epistemology as a
project inseparable from the historical phenomenon of modern science, which have in
recent years gone as far as to postulate either the abandonment of epistemological
reflection or its reconfiguration based on a debate centred on the sciences and their
practices. In the second part, I suggest some possible ways of bridging the gap between
these critiques and Boaventura de Sousa Santos’s proposal of an epistemology of the South.
This involves revisiting a philosophical current that has had a decisive influence upon the
different critical approaches to epistemology, sometimes explicitly, and at other times less
visibly, though no less significantly. That current is pragmatism. Indeed, Santos’ proposal is
quite explicitly a form of epistemological pragmatism, which has continuities with classical
pragmatism and its offspring, while at the same time introducing important innovations.
The third part locates this proposal within the project of a more general critique of the
abyssal thinking associated with Western modernity – and particularly its reflection on the
limits of the internal critique of the project of modernity, including the central component
that is science – and within the process of constructing what the same author calls
alternative thinking of alternatives, or non-abyssal thinking (Santos, 2007b). Santos’s
proposal is based on a positive affirmation of the great diversity of knowledges existing in
the world. According to this conception, characterizing these different knowledges and
defining the conditions that validate them will involve a rejection of the legislative ambitions
of epistemology and of the possibility of any kind of epistemic sovereignty. The dual
reference to epistemology and pragmatism, and their association with the experiences of
those that are oppressed by the world in which they live, can help bridge the gap with the
critique of epistemology as a philosophical project, and at the same time create a rupture
with the assumptions and conditions of that critique.
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Thus, it becomes possible to “rescue” epistemology in a two-pronged operation. On the
one hand, epistemology will no longer be confined to, or centred on, a reflection about
scientific knowledge – even if that reflection involves a “naturalist” turn, which will make it
indistinguishable from an inquiry into the practices, the production of objects and
statements, and their circulation and validation, which define the modes of existence of
scientific knowledge. Epistemology would now explicitly cover all forms of knowledge – and
would no longer consider them only in relation to scientific knowledges – and would seek to
determine the conditions for their production and validation. Those conditions necessarily
imply a hierarchization, which, while incompatible with any form of epistemic sovereignty,
would also reject the kind of relativism that overlooks the consequences and effects that
these knowledges have upon the world, in the name of the equality of all knowledges. The
epistemology of the South, as a project, means making a radical break with the modern
project of epistemology while at the same time reconstructing a reflection about the various
forms of knowledge. As we shall see, this enables us to recognise the limits of those critiques
of epistemology that have emerged from within a framework still conditioned by modern
science as a central reference for critiquing all forms of knowledge.
This essay does not propose a genealogy of that “other” pragmatism, but rather explores
pragmatism as an “attractor.” In doing so, it aims to contribute to the research programme
outlined by Santos from his conception of the opposition between abyssal and post-abyssal
thinking, in particular when stressing the impossibility of recognising the limits of critiques of
epistemology within the framework of abyssal thinking. More precisely, it seeks to identify a
possible space for dialogue between the epistemology of the South and the various critiques
of epistemology – “naturalist”, feminist, postcolonialist, epistemographic, epistopic and
pragmatist.

2. Is epistemology soluble – in the social, in ontology, in ethics, in politics…?
Epistemology as a philosophical project is inseparable from the emergence and
consolidation of modern science. If its aim was to become a theory of knowledge, it has
ended up becoming a paradoxical project. On the one hand, epistemology aimed to locate a
position that was outside all forms of knowledge and knowledge-production practices, which
would allow them to be evaluated independently by judging their capacity to establish
distinctions between truth and error, and to define criteria for distinguishing between true
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and false claims. Borrowing an analogy from the philosophical reflection on power, Joseph
Rouse (1996) called this position “epistemic sovereignty.” However, epistemology not only
postulated epistemic sovereignty, it also took as its model one of the forms of knowledge
that it proposed to assess, namely science. Epistemology was thus converted from a theory
of knowledge into a theory of scientific knowledge. Moreover, from early on, epistemology
(particularly in its conventional, empiricist, positivist or realist versions) had to come to
terms with the disturbing realisation that, despite its normative pretensions, its statements
were rarely invoked by scientists – except in very particular situations, usually connected to
the public defence of science. Furthermore, these seemed increasingly irrelevant as a way of
explaining the practices used for the production of scientific knowledge. Therefore, it is not
surprising that, over the course of the 20th century, a tradition of autonomous self-scrutiny
developed amongst scientists working in different disciplines, concerning their own practices
and their epistemological implications.1
But it was during the last decades of the 20th century that this “immanent” epistemology
expanded, in a process that constituted the main theme of Boaventura de Sousa Santos’s
1987 work Um discurso sobre as ciências [A discourse on the sciences]. This phenomenon
also influenced the parallel process that has come to be called the “naturalization” and
“historicization” of epistemology. Its origins were based on the assumption that the
conditions for knowledge production and validation could only be adequately determined
from a knowledge of the practices of knowledge production and validation themselves. That
process had two main aspects. The first consisted of breaking down the philosophy of
science and knowledge into specialised fields, connected to specific disciplines or areas of
knowledge and developed in close relationship with the practices and debates taking place
in the disciplines concerned. A central criterion here for assessing philosophical statements
became their compatibility with the statements produced by the respective scientific
practices. One particularly interesting example of this approach is the philosophy of biology
(Callebaut, 1993).
The second aspect led to the development of sociological and historical approaches to the
study of epistemological themes and concepts. “Epistemography,” as this is called by the
historian Peter Dear (2001), thus seeks to examine the origins and transformation of these
1

See, for example, the case of Nils Bohr, who described his reflections as “philosophy-physics.” See the
discussion in Barad (2007), particularly Chapter 3.
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topics and concepts, through empirically-based studies, involving their practical use in
activities of scientific knowledge production and in debates and controversies through which
such knowledge is validated.2
The social studies of science – both the different versions of sociology of scientific
knowledge and the various currents that Peter Taylor (forthcoming) has named
“heterogeneous construction” – have produced an impressive body of work over the course
of almost thirty years, which provides an important empirical basis as well as relevant
contributions to the “naturalized” philosophies of science. The inflection of epistemological
reflection has been accompanied by the growing visibility of epistemologies qualified as
“constructionist” or “constructivist,” which have effectively displaced epistemic sovereignty
to the domain of the social (defined in different ways by different currents). The history of
the sciences inspired by the sociology of scientific knowledge has, in turn, shown the
impossibility of defining criteria for the evaluation and validation of knowledge that are not
anchored in particular historical situations and contexts. Concepts such as truth and error,
objectivity and subjectivity, observation and experimentation, description and explanation,
measurement and calculation have thus developed different meanings and usages in
different contexts.
One important consequence of this kind of studies was that they demonstrated how the
production of scientific knowledge involves a heterogeneous range of actors, knowledges
and contexts. Moreover, constant work and effort were required to demarcate the boundary
between science and its “others” (common sense, local or practical knowledge, indigenous
knowledge, beliefs, including religious beliefs, philosophy and the humanities) and to
institutionalize the differences between science and opinion, science and politics or science
and religion (Gieryn, 1999). The demarcation of science from non-science is thus a
contingent process, and not something that is established once and for all on the basis of
“sovereign” criteria.3
A significant contribution to this process has been made by feminist critics, both from
2

Ethnomethodologists such as Michael Lynch have suggested the expression “epistopics” to refer to the study
of forms of practical use or enactment of epistemological concepts and categories (Lynch, 1993, particularly ch.
7).
3
th
Throughout the 20 century, there were a number of attempts to problematise the boundaries between
science and its “others.” The work of pragmatists such as John Dewey (1991a), the Polish doctor and
bacteriologist Ludwik Fleck (1980), pioneer of the social studies of science, and the reflections of Nils Bohr,
th
mentioned above, are some of the most significant contributions dating from the early decades of the 20
century to subjects that continue to be central to the debate.
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within the scientific disciplines themselves and from the philosophy, history and social
studies of science. Their critiques enabled certain male biases to be identified both in
epistemology and in the theories and substantive knowledge produced by the different
disciplines. This influence was most visible in biology and medicine, at least at first. 4 But
feminist critiques gradually grew broader in scope, both in disciplinary terms (extending to
subjects such as physics, engineering, primatology and the social sciences) and as regards
their reflections on the conditions for knowledge production. This resulted in the proposal of
concepts such as “strong objectivity” and “standpoint epistemology” (Harding, 2004),
“situated knowledge” (Haraway, 1991), “social knowledge” (Longino, 1990) and the
inextricability of knowledge and normativity (Longino, 1990, 2002; Clough, 2003; Barad,
2007).
During the 1990s, a new inflection came to mark the epistemological debate, this time
connected to the postulated centrality of practices in accounting for the production of
knowledge. This “praxigraphic” approach (Mol, 2002) gave rise to an impressive body of
research into the activities of scientists, engineers, doctors and other producers of scientific
and technical knowledge, which considerably transformed the first steps taken in this
direction by the so-called laboratory studies of the 1970s and ‘80s. The “praxigraphic” turn
had two important consequences, which made themselves felt both in the social studies of
science and in the philosophy of science. The first was related to the debate around the
notion of “practice” and, in particular, its relationship with the problem of normativity of
scientific activity. Following a path opened up by Stephen Turner, philosophers and social
scientists examined the way in which scientific practices themselves “immanently” give rise
to the norms that enable them to evaluate and validate those practices. Philosophers such
as Joseph Rouse (2002) argued that scientific practices had a constitutively normative
nature, with the implication that all scientific activity produces effects or consequences that
make the scientist co-responsible for the difference that those practices produce in the
world. Within the social studies of science, authors like Annemarie Mol and John Law coined
the expression “ontological politics” to refer to this inextricability of the cognitive, material
and normative implications of scientific activity, and of all forms of knowledge production in

4

See Schiebinger (1999) for a description and discussion of the relations between feminism, the sciences,
epistemology and science studies. For a compilation of the most important contributions until the mid-1990s,
see Keller & Longino, 1996.
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general.
This “praxigraphic” approach had two important consequences. The first was to bring the
question of normativity to the centre of the debate – a subject which would be brought up
again using the vocabulary of ethics and politics in many discussions that occurred in this
field over the course of the last decade.5 The second is related to the “return” of ontology as
a central concern in the reflection about science and knowledge. Rather than focusing on the
conditions of knowledge production and validation, this reflection seems to be primarily
oriented towards its consequences and implications, to the differences that knowledge
produces in the world. This led to the suggestion that epistemological reflection should be
abandoned altogether, or at least relegated to a secondary role, as proposed by the feminist
philosopher Sharyn Clough (2003), for example.
More recently, authors such as Rouse and the feminist physicist Karen Barad, while
reiterating many of the criticisms put forward by Clough, have sought to reconfigure the
relationship between epistemology, ontology and ethics, re-launching the debate about the
possibility of an “other” epistemology. Barad’s contribution is especially interesting for the
way in which it recuperates and extends Nils Bohr’s philosophy-physics project as part of a
“diffractive” reading of various contributions from feminism, poststructuralism and science
studies.6 Barad’s “ethico-onto-epistem-ology” probably constitutes the most radical version
of what might be described as the internal critique of the epistemological project (Barad,
2007).
The naturalism defended by Rouse (2002, 2004) is, for its part, based on two postulates,
which he considers essential for any “robust” philosophical naturalism: a) that no arbitrary
philosophical restrictions should be imposed upon science; b) that all explanations based on
supernatural or “mysterious” forces should be discarded. The second postulate makes it
problematic to extend this brand of naturalism to other knowledge-production practices
beyond science. The problem lies in determining what counts as “supernatural” or
“mysterious” within a given mode of knowledge. If either of these qualifications are defined
5

See, for example, the debate about the “normative turn,” initiated by Collins & Evans (2002) into expertise,
and Lynch & Cole (2005) into the dilemmas experienced by science studies scholars when called to intervene in
an expert capacity.
6
Diffractive reading, originally proposed by Donna Haraway (1997), differs from reflexive reading in that it
contrasts distinct interpretative positions so as to produce “differences that matter” – in the dual sense of
being significant and of materially transforming the world. This reading, like any other process of knowledge
production, is, in this perspective, a semiotic-material practice. For a detailed presentation and discussion of
this approach, see Barad (2007) and the enlightening commentary by Rouse (2004).
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in the terms laid down by the sciences, then it would no longer be possible to
“naturalistically” analyse practices that explicitly invoke those entities and which consider
them to be crucial to their descriptions or explanations of the world. From this perspective,
authors such as Bruno Latour (1991, 1996) or Isabelle Stengers (1997) go considerably
further, in explicitly assuming the symmetricality of different worldviews and ways of
knowing, and in assuming the need to question the terms in which they define the entities
and processes that exist in the world.7
Anyone attentive to these debates cannot fail to note the contribution made by other
critical approaches to the project of epistemology, in particular those concerned with
modern science as a Eurocentric project and as part of a colonial dynamic that shapes the
relationship between scientific knowledge and other forms of knowledge. The works of
Sandra Harding are an example of a postcolonial approach to the “internal” debate about
epistemology and modern science. But even in this case, it is notoriously difficult to get
outside the Eurocentric framework within which this debate has developed. For example, it
may be recalled that Harding (1998) supports the use of the term “science” to describe and
value other modes of knowledge that have traditionally been disqualified by modern
Eurocentric science. Although this position is understandable as part of a strategy for
affirming the value and dignity of other forms of knowledge, it may ultimately end up
reinforcing the epistemic authority of science and furthering its reach, instead of questioning
the adoption of science and scientific knowledge as a yardstick for gauging the validity and
dignity of all forms of knowledge. Harding’s critique shows, therefore, the difficulty of
escaping the framework that the epistemological debate has defined for the comprehension
of what counts as knowledge. This whole debate, then, including the more radical proposals
to abandon the entire epistemological project, clearly shows the problems involved in
considering knowledge and its production in terms of a diversity that has no need of a
centre, constituted by science.
Might it be possible, then, to design a project that recovers the underlying concerns of
7

This “naturalist” approach has been criticised from another perspective. For example, Steve Fuller (2000)
argues that, in proposing a fragmented vision of science, it ultimately undermines the possibility of
constructing forms of accountability and governance of science that are not based upon the “immanent”
normativity of the various scientific practices. The project of a social epistemology, advocated by Fuller,
curiously, in aiming to combat that fragmentation, ends up postulating another kind of epistemic sovereignty,
based upon the political or civic control of science. Fuller’s argument nevertheless deserves to be taken
seriously, since it highlights the problems associated with what has been called the governance of science.
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epistemology without becoming a hostage to modern science (as a standard for the
assessment and validation of other forms of knowledge)? Before moving on to discuss that
possibility and the form it might take in the proposal for an epistemology of the South, let us
make a brief incursion into a philosophical tradition which it explicitly evokes, and which has
had an important influence (though not always explicitly acknowledged) upon the debates
mentioned above. That tradition is pragmatism. In the next section, I shall discuss the
relevance of pragmatism for epistemology and its critique.

3. Pragmatism, epistemology and epistemological pragmatism
Pragmatism has often been described as the only original form of philosophy produced in
the United States, resulting from the encounter between European philosophical traditions
and the particular conditions of the experience of building American society. Pragmatism
was the dominant current in American philosophy from the end of the 19th century until the
mid- 20th century, when it was displaced by analytic philosophy. Knowledge and science are
central themes in the histories of pragmatism. The classic pragmatists – Charles Sanders
Peirce, William James and John Dewey – devoted many pages to the discussion of the
production and validation of knowledge, in particular, scientific knowledge. Peirce’s idea of
community even takes as its model the community of producers of scientific knowledge.
James dealt in an original manner with the question of the diversity of modes of knowing
and their relationship to experience; while Dewey was perhaps, of the pragmatist
philosophers, the one that most contributed to the reflection on the social conditions of
what he called inquiry. He meant by this the process of active engagement with the world
through the construction of various forms of knowledge and experience resulting from
collective activities, or, in his own words, the “ways of investigating” which give shape to a
“set of intelligent strategies to solve problems,” whether these be practical issues
(associated with the multiple situations that arise in daily life) or theoretical (i.e. scientific
problems), questions “of fact” (such as describing an entity or process) or “of value” (what to
do in a particular situation) (Dewey, 1991a). It is in Dewey that we find the most emphatic
formulation of the continuity between the different modes of knowing associated with
different forms of collective experience and social life.
Depending on the commentator, it is possible to read the pragmatists’ contributions to
the theory of knowledge either as an “anti-epistemology” (which postulates the impossibility
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of approaching knowledge other than through its mutually constitutive relations with
worldly experience and with the conditions of involvement with the world within
communities), or as a current that proposes an original view of epistemology. The first
interpretation is supported by the criticisms that Dewey levelled at epistemology at different
moments of his long and productive career, from his diatribe against “that well-documented
variety of intellectual tetanus called epistemology” (Dewey, 1977) to his denunciation of the
“epistemological industry,” of epistemology as a speculative and self-referential activity
consisting of the discussion of concepts with no reference to processes occurring in the
world or to the subjects of those processes (Dewey, 1991b). The second interpretation is
supported by the interest that Dewey always showed in knowledge-production processes,
the relationship between knowledge and experience, and the validation of knowledge,
which are at the centre of some of his most important words, culminating in Logic: The
Theory of Inquiry, from 1938.8
In any case, if we accept the existence of a pragmatist epistemology, the features it
displays are substantially different from those exhibited by the currents that dominated
epistemology for most of the 20th century. In fact, at different moments, it led to quite
opposing interpretations of the pragmatist project. The idea that all social life, including art,
religion and politics, could be interpreted using a vocabulary “borrowed” from science and
epistemology ultimately and paradoxically contributed to Dewey being relegated to the
“wrong” side of the abyssal epistemological line by the self-proclaimed defenders of science
and rationality (despite the fact that this was not his position). On the other hand, critics of
the dominant currents of epistemology would sometimes accuse him of “scientism.”
Let us briefly recall some of the main tenets of pragmatist philosophy, particularly as
regards knowledge (though this summary will inevitably fail to do justice to the wealth and
diversity of positions):
 The pragmatic maxim (Peirce, 1992: 132) postulates that an object (or entity) may be
defined by the sum of its effects, that is, by everything that it does, as James would
say; this implies that it has no essence, and that it may be redefined as new effects
become known.

8

For an excellent discussion of what might be involved in a pragmatist epistemology inspired by the works of
Dewey, see Hickman, 2001.
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 For Dewey, if a thing is what it does, then knowledge results from an experimental
procedure – which he calls inquiry – based on what happens when we interact with
objects and entities in the world – “the controlled or directed transformation of an
indeterminate situation into one which is so determined in its distinctions and
constitutive relations that it converts the elements of the original situation into a
unified whole.” The defined situation that emerges from this activity is the result of
an operation involving the transformation of the elements of a situation open to
various interpretations, and also to various futures, creating what Dewey calls a new
“universe of experience” (Dewey, 1991a: 108). The process of knowledge-production,
according to Dewey, occurs through different types of collective activities, which as a
whole shape what he calls “ways of investigating” or a “set of intelligent strategies to
solve problems” (Dewey, 1991a, b).
 “Pragmatic,” according to the same author, means that consequences “work […] as
necessary tests of the validity of propositions as long as those consequences are
instituted in an operational way and are such that they allow the specific problem
that elicited those operations to be solved” (Dewey, 1991a: 4).
 The notion of truth, in this perspective, is associated to what Dewey defined as
“warranted assertibility,” that is, with statements or claims that are justified and
always open to revision (Dewey, 1991a, b).
Boaventura de Sousa Santos (1989) refers to pragmatism as one of the main inspirations
behind his critique of conventional epistemology. James, Dewey and Richard Bernstein, in
particular, are important references for a conception of knowledge, its production and
validation which, as this author reaffirms some two decades later, privileges consequences
above causes. Pragmatism continues to be an important presence in Santos’ later work,
reappearing in an explicit form in his approaches to science and “other” knowledges. But this
appropriation of pragmatism undergoes several important transformations before assuming
the form that it does in this work, to the extent that it is now situated in quite a different
universe to what was found in 1989. It cannot be dissociated from the encounter with the
experiences of the South, not due to the imposition of “imported” theoretical frameworks or
epistemological criteria, but arising out of a style of research and a politically committed
form of knowledge production that had its most significant expression in the project “The
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Reinvention of Social Emancipation.”9 This whole project may be read as a radical
reconstruction of a pragmatism that seeks to emancipate itself from the last vestiges of the
conventional epistemological project (namely, from epistemic sovereignty), by treating all
the knowledges existing in the world on an equal footing, while at the same time anchoring
reflection on them in their situated nature and in the local situated conditions of validity of
each one, gauged on the basis of their consequences.
However, this programme has encountered some difficulties. Assessing a particular mode
of knowledge by its consequences implies that there exist criteria on the basis of which that
assessment may be made. An assessment is not merely a description of consequences. If we
take into account the fact that the knowledge of the knowledges that we are trying to assess
is itself subject to conditions that themselves have to be evaluated, it becomes imperative to
define criteria and standards of evaluation to enable an account to be given to the group
involved in the production or use of that knowledge, or which is affected by it, thereby
avoiding relativism. Santos’ position is to take as the starting point for his conception of
knowledge the experience and world of the oppressed. This position differs from that of the
classical pragmatists in that it deliberately privileges knowledge assessment criteria based on
the defence and promotion of life and the dignity of the oppressed. In Dewey (who, amongst
the classical pragmatists, took furthest the reflection on the political implications of
pragmatism), the notion of “community” was used too vaguely to enable adequate
consideration of the effect of inequalities and power relations. In Santos’ perspective, the
criterion for assessing a given knowledge depends upon the way in which it affects the
condition of the oppressed. A pragmatic epistemology, therefore, necessarily involves
recognition of the constitutive character of normativity in knowledge production and
evaluation. It is important to remember that other authors who, like Santos, may be situated
in the “constellation of liberation” (a term inspired by Adorno and borrowed here from
Bernstein, 1991), assume positions that are very similar, even if they do not explicitly
develop their epistemological implications – as is the case of Paulo Freire and Enrique
Dussel, for example.
It is this concern that enables us to find a convergence with conceptions of
epistemological criticism that seek to shed light on the constitutive dimension of normativity
in scientific practices and define the inalienable responsibility of scientists or producers of
9

See Santos, 2003-2005.
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knowledge as regards their effects upon the world (which, as has already been mentioned,
has also been called ontological politics). The epistemology of the South, while exploring the
legacy of pragmatism (with which it shares the idea of the inseparability of knowledge
production and transformative intervention in the world), nevertheless differs from it in that
it is explicitly and unequivocally situated on the side of the subaltern and the oppressed.
Thus, notions such as “community” and “the public” acquire a more precise meaning than
was given to them by pragmatists such as Dewey. There is also an emphasis upon the
conflictual or agonistic aspects of active engagement with the world, which arise from the
various forms of inequality and oppression and the resistance to them.
Conventional histories of pragmatism, as well as some more recent attempts at
reconstructing its genealogy, have simultaneously characterised it as a reappropriation of
various European philosophical traditions and the invention of an original mode of thought
directed at the particular circumstances involved in the historical constitution and
development of American society. Even radical interpretations, such as that of Cornel West
(1989), locate the origins of pragmatism in the experience of the descendants of European
colonisers, while nevertheless trying to show the important contributions made by the
African-American experience or feminist criticism in its later phase.10
Scott Pratt’s recent reinterpretation of the history of pragmatism suggests a different
genealogy (2002). For him, this original “American way of thinking” is much more than a
fusion of the European philosophical tradition with new interpretations resulting from the
particular circumstances experienced by colonizers and their descendents. Instead, he
suggests that the origins of pragmatism might be found in a “logic of place,” forged by the
encounter between the colonisers and the native peoples of the East Coast of North
America, in opposition to what Pratt calls the “colonial attitude.” This “logic of place” is
based upon recognition of the diversity of human communities and of their relations with
the spaces in which they imprint their histories. In this process, a native concept, that of
wunnégin (a Narragansett term which may be translated as “welcome,” and which has
equivalents in other native languages and cultures in the region) created the conditions for
10

In discussing the convergence between pragmatism and Latin-American liberation philosophy, Enrique
Dussel endorses the idea that “pragmatism is the United States’ own form of philosophy,” and that its “first
antecedents” may be “traced” to 1867, following the Civil War and during the reconstruction period and the
beginning of the economic and social transformation that led to the imperial expansion at the end of that
century (Dussel, 1998: 237). Dussel’s argument about the convergence of the two philosophical currents may
find robust support in the alternative genealogy proposed by Pratt, which will be discussed below.
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another mode of relating. This is based upon both recognition and respect for difference and
upon the mutual involvement of different communities in such a way as to create peaceful
forms of common life, able to encourage a “growth” in the relationships and capacities of
the different communities involved. In this perspective, conflict and violence are not absent,
but appear always as responses to violations of the “logic of place,” such as those associated
with the colonial attitude.
It is in this history and the practices associated with it that the pragmatist conception of
knowledge and its production were formed. With figures such as the dissident preacher
Roger Williams in the 17th century; Cadwallader Colden and Benjamin Franklin in the 18th;
Lydia Maria Child and Ralph Waldo Emerson in the 19th, right up to the great classical
pragmatists, and figures such as Jane Addams, W.E.B. Du Bois, Alain Locke and others, the
four great principles that, according to Pratt, characterise pragmatism were defined. These
are: interaction, pluralism, community and growth. Each of these principles is understood
both specifically and as a concept in evolution. The principle of interaction is at the basis of
the whole pragmatist conception of objects, entities and processes existing in the world,
which may be adequately characterised through knowledge of their relations or interactions
with others. Engaging with the world consists in the mutual involvement of these entities
and plural processes, always within the framework of a community, which defines the
meaning of that engagement. The way in which that engagement is assessed depends upon
its contribution to the growth of the communities involved and on the members of those
communities, with “growth” understood as the extension of their relations, the amplification
of their capacities or improved well being. “Growth,” in this sense, has a meaning close to
the individual growth of human beings, but considered within a relational perspective.11
Supported by this genealogy, Pratt redefines the emergence of classical pragmatism:
In the last decade of the 19th century, Dewey, Peirce and James were able to combine the
experimental and community-based science of Franklin12, the social activism of the feminist
11

For the pragmatists, therefore, “growth” signifies something radically different from the way the term is
understood in economics.
12
Pratt suggests reanalysing the concepts and practices of experimental science in Cadwallader Colden and
Benjamin Franklin which anticipate concerns expressed by the pragmatists, such as the idea that knowledge of
things and their differences “consists in their different actions, or manner of acting” (Colden, qtd. by Pratt,
2002: 196). The utility of experimental science lies neither in its knowledge of causes nor in its applications, but
rather in what things do (that is, how they interact) and in what can be done with that knowledge, whether it is
to produce new knowledge or to apply it. As opposed to the usual interpretation of pragmatism, it is not by its
utility or application that knowledge is evaluated, but rather by what can be done with it in the future.
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pragmatists, and strands of European philosophy into an epistemology and ontology that
begins in lived experience. In a sense, the commitments of the indigenous attitude became
expressed in still another logic. Starting from the process of doubt and inquiry, in Peirce’s
terms, this logic joined with James’s conception of a socially located self, bound by material
conditions, physiology, habits and the insights of others, and then joined with Dewey’s
expansion of experimental logic to become the logic of cultural naturalism. In each case, the
formal philosophical development was framed over an attitude inherited in part from Native
American thought as it emerged along the border with European America. That indigenous
attitude already expected meaning to be found in interactions against a pluralist background,
framed by community, and aimed toward growth. (Pratt, 2002: 283)

This perspective may help us understand how and why pragmatism emerges as one of the
most radical critiques of abyssal thinking – and of the project of epistemology in particular –
and at the same time as a resource for rescuing epistemology, for its radical reconstruction
as an epistemology of the South, and as part of the emergence of post-abyssal thinking.13

4. Rescuing epistemology
In an article that culminates with an extended critical reflection on the different forms of
knowledge that coexist and/or confront each other in the world, Boaventura de Sousa
Santos grounds his ambitious project of an alternative epistemology, an epistemology of the
South, in the broader construction of Western or Northern thinking as abyssal thinking. For
anyone who has closely followed the epistemological debates described in the first part of
this article, this proposal may cause some perplexity. If epistemology as a philosophical
project is inseparable from modern science, and the justification and legitimation of
science’s epistemic authority always lay at its core, then is it even possible to conceive of an
epistemology that is not organised around science as a standard for all knowledge?
Although it is not possible to reconstruct the whole genealogy of Santos’s proposal in this
article – that will have to be left to another occasion – it is important to offer a brief, and
necessarily simplified account of how one can move from a critique of epistemology (a
concern that has been present in Santos’s work for the last 30 years) to the challenge of an
epistemology of the South, which, in more recent works, has been grounded in the
13

th

Classic pragmatism has given rise to different currents, throughout the 20 century, often with very different
orientations. Richard Rorty’s neopragmatism has possibly been the most visible of these currents. However,
the vitality of pragmatism, and in particular its ability to change through dialogue and relations with other
philosophical and scientific currents and social movements, may be better appreciated through the
contributions included in collective works such as Hollinger & Depew (1995), Hickman (1998), Dickstein (1998),
Haskins & Seiple (1999), Seigfried (2002), Shusterman (2004), Karsenti & Quéré (2004), and Debaise (2007). See
also the important essay by West (1989) and his suggestion for a “prophetic pragmatism” and the remarkable
reinterpretation of Dewey’s thought by Rogers (2009).
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opposition between abyssal and post-abyssal thinking. In this perspective, science and
epistemology do not disappear from the framework of post-abyssal thinking, but instead are
configured differently in terms of what Santos calls the “ecology of knowledges.”
Santos’s contributions to the epistemological debate of the North (Santos, 1987, 1989,
2000, 2003, 2007a, 2007b; Nunes, 2003, 2007) are characterised by the identification of a
cluster of processes and manifestations of crisis which are interpreted within the framework
of a more general crisis in the project of modernity. The adjective “postmodern” has thus
been used at various moments as a form of shorthand for describing a process of
transformation that has challenged the project of modern science and its viability. In these
contributions, the reflection centred upon the internal dynamics of the sciences and upon
what the author would come to describe as manifestations of their internal pluralism. The
crisis of conventional epistemologies was approached from a reflection that continued to
take the sciences as its main centre, but with one difference: it sought to explore ways of
relating the sciences to other kinds of knowledge and experience.
The transition from this reflection to another framework became possible with the
growing involvement of the author with the experiences of the South. This raised questions
about the relevance of Northern knowledge for dealing with a world that is more than the
West, and with an understanding of the world that is not exhausted in the West’s
comprehension of it, as Santos has affirmed. This transition has been described in various
ways by Santos, but it is particularly well summarized in the title of one of his works: “From
the postmodern to the postcolonial and beyond” (Santos, 2006). More recently, it has been
within the opposition between abyssal thinking, associated with modernity, and a postabyssal thinking associated with an ecology of knowledges, that the epistemological
dimension of the work of constructing an “alternative thinking of alternatives” has led to the
formulation of the first outline of what could be a systematic programme of research into
epistemological questions raised by the period of transition in which we live (Santos, 2007b).
A crucial part of this programme would be, precisely, the questioning and redefinition of the
criteria and procedures that enable us to establish what counts as knowledge. In this regard,
Santos formulates three broad groups of questions, which are worth recalling:
[1] From what perspective can the different knowledges be identified? How can scientific
knowledge be distinguished from non-scientific knowledge? How can we distinguish between
the various non-scientific knowledges? How can we distinguish non-Western knowledge from
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Western knowledge? If there are various Western knowledges and various non-Western
knowledges, how do we distinguish between them? What do hybrid knowledges, mixing
Western and non-Western components, look like?
[2] […] What types of relationships are possible between the different knowledges? How can
we distinguish between incommensurability, incompatibility, contradiction, and
complementarity? Where does the will to translate come from? Who are the translators? How
should we choose translation partners and issues? How can we form shared decisions and
distinguish them from imposed ones? How can we make sure that intercultural translation
does not become the newest version of abyssal thinking, a soft version of imperialism and
colonialism?
[3] […] How can we identify the perspective of the oppressed in real-world interventions or in
any resistance to them? How can we translate this perspective into knowledge practices? In
the search for alternatives to domination and oppression, how can we distinguish between
alternatives to the system of oppression and domination and alternatives within the system or,
more specifically, how do we distinguish between alternatives to capitalism and alternatives
within capitalism? (Santos, 2007b: 33)

The path indicated by these questions starts from two postulates which at first sight (and
in accordance with the criteria used by dominant currents in modern epistemology) seem
incompatible. The first is the recognition of the dignity and validity of all forms of
knowledge. The second is the rejection of relativism (i.e. the idea that all kinds of knowledge
are equivalent). Boaventura de Sousa Santos’s position is to consider that acceptance of the
first postulate in fact implies acceptance of the second. Recognising the validity and dignity
of all knowledges implies that no knowledge may be disqualified before being put to the
test, as regards its pertinence and validity in situated conditions. Conversely, no form of
knowledge may be granted the privilege of being considered more adequate or valid than
others without also being subjected to those situated conditions and being assessed for its
consequences and effects. No knowledge may thus be elevated to the status of a standard
from which the validity of other knowledges is gauged, without considering the situated
conditions of its production and mobilization and their consequences. The operations of
validating knowledges thus arise from the situated consideration of the relationship
between them, configuring an ecology of knowledges. Since “the ecology of knowledges
does not conceive knowledges in the abstract, but rather as knowledge practices that enable
or impede certain interventions in the real world,” Santos describes his position as a form of
epistemological pragmatics, “justified [above all] because the life experiences of the
oppressed only appear intelligible to them through an epistemology of consequences,” and
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these “always come before causes” in the world in which they live (Santos, 2007b: 28).14
The project of an epistemology of the South is inseparable from a historical context in
which new historical actors are emerging with particular visibility and vigour in the global
South, collective subjects of other forms of knowledge, which from the perspective of the
Western epistemological canon, have been ignored, silenced, marginalised, disqualified or
simply eliminated, victims of epistemicide so often perpetrated in the name of Reason,
Enlightenment and Progress. In this perspective, what counts as knowledge is much more
than what is admitted by conventional epistemology – and its critique, even when
“naturalist.” The recognition of the diversity of forms of knowledge – a diversity whose limits
are impossible to establish prior to an active engagement with them – forces us to redefine
the conditions of the emergence, development and validity of each of them, including
modern science, which itself becomes the object of a situated assessment that requires a
radical “symmetrization” of all knowledges. The criteria that allow us to determine the
validity of these different knowledges will no longer refer to a single standard – scientific
knowledge – but will instead become inseparable from the assessment of the consequences
of these different knowledges in their relation with the situations in which they are
produced, appropriated or mobilised. The difference between this position and “naturalist”
epistemologies lies in the amplification and transformation of a central idea: that is to say, if
knowledges can only be understood and assessed when they are approached as practices,
then it is difficult to justify the exclusion of certain practices that postulate recourse to
explanations or interpretations based on entities and processes that are rejected or ignored
by one particular form of knowledge – modern science. This is the case, for example, of the
reference to supernatural entities or forces, which cannot be described or explained within
the rationalist cosmology of modern science, but which are crucial for explanations of the
world, things and beings that have been formulated in the context of other cosmologies and
forms of active engagement with the world. If the demonstration of the truth of a statement
or the effectiveness of an action lies in its consequences, then it makes no sense to postulate
the exclusion ex ante of certain forms of description or explanation as false or irrational.
The emergence of the project for an epistemology of the South should be understood as
14

Elsewhere in the same article, Santos suggests that, in the transition period we are now going through, there
is a need for a “negative or residual epistemology,” or “a general epistemology of the impossibility of a general
epistemology” (Santos, 2007b: 24). The epistemology of the South, as epistemological pragmatics, will
therefore be the form that this transitional epistemology will take.
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part of a history and a trajectory that began with a critical engagement in the dominant
epistemologies associated with the modern sciences, involving various tensions, debates and
proposals for innovation that converged onto what Santos has called the internal critique of
science. At a second stage, this critique of the sciences moved onto a different level, namely
a critique based on knowledges and practices that the dominant epistemology characterises
as non-scientific, or to which it denies any cognitive value. At this second stage, it was the
conception itself of epistemology that was called into question, as a normative discourse
about the sciences and a site for the formulation of an epistemic sovereignty that issues
judgements about what may or may not be considered knowledge. The consequence of this
step is apparently paradoxical. If epistemology is a hegemonic project, involving the
imposition of an epistemic sovereignty, inseparable from modern science, how should we
understand an alternative project that takes up the very idea of epistemology in order to
positively characterise the diversity of forms of knowledge existing in the world and the
conditions of their validity?
In a recent text, Santos provides two keys to unlock this apparent paradox. The first is the
definition of the epistemology of the South as a general epistemology of the impossibility of
a general epistemology. This conception is incompatible with an epistemology that
postulates epistemic sovereignty, attributing to one form of knowledge the power to define
the existence and validity of all other forms of knowledge. The second is the formulation of a
research programme that involves re-examining the dominant epistemology from new
perspectives anchored in historical and emerging experiences of the South. Following a
route opened up by Santos himself in previous works, these could be the starting points for
an active critical engagement with the versions of Northern epistemology that have
furthered the critique of the dominant epistemology, and that can better head a dialogue
whose goal is the decolonization of epistemological reflection. The conditions of viability of
this dialogue, however, are still far from being in place. What separates the epistemological
critique produced in the North from the epistemology of the South is rooted in a broader
opposition between an abyssal thinking associated with the project of modernity and a
diversity of ways of thinking that point towards the emergence of a post-abyssal thinking.
As regards epistemology, abyssal thinking is grounded in what Santos calls the abyssal
epistemological line. The line has both an internal and an external aspect. With the former,
all claims to knowledge which are not recognised as such by the established forms of
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epistemic sovereignty are summarily lumped together on the side of non-science as vehicles
of error or ignorance, mere belief or forms of superstition. The second aspect amplifies their
disqualification, either by appropriating some of those knowledges, while conditioning their
validation in the court of epistemic sovereignty or the particular sovereignties of different
fields of certified knowledge (see, for example, the transformation of local knowledges on
biodiversity into “ethnosciences”), or by eliminating them or their subjects through different
forms of epistemicide – from evangelization and schooling to genocide or environmental
destruction. The transformation of know-how and knowledge into something that can be
the object of private appropriation, separate from those that produce it, transported,
purchased and sold, subject to forms of ownership that are alien to the context in which that
knowledge was produced and collectively appropriated, in fact corresponds to an
obscurantist elimination of knowledges and experiences in the name of rationalisation and
subordination to epistemological canons associated with modern science. That result may be
obtained through two routes: the route of physical, material, cultural and human
destruction, or by incorporation, cooptation or assimilation (Santos, 2007b: 9).
Given this panorama, to what extent is it possible to nourish the hope of constructive
dialogue between the “immanent” forms of epistemological critique that have characterised
the debate of the North and the epistemology of the South, at present under construction?
While “naturalist” and feminist critiques and more recent approaches from social studies
of science have sought to shed light on the constitutive relationship between the
epistemological, the ontological and the ethico-normative dimensions of modern scientifictechnological knowledge, it is unclear what their position is in relation to “other” nonscientific forms of knowledge and the conditions of their validation. It is true that what
feminist criticism has named “situated knowledges” or “standpoint epistemologies” takes
into account the different configurations of knowledge that are activated by specific actors,
incorporating collective histories or experiences in particular circumstances or situations. But
the validation of those other knowledges, as suggested by the works of Harding, seems to
involve inclusion into an enlarged repertoire of “sciences” or scientific knowledges, as if that
recognition were necessary, under the terms of the hegemonic forms of knowledge, for
dialogue between different kinds of knowledge to become, if not possible, at least
productive.
Given these positions, it would be legitimate to ask if the same might not be said about
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the use of the term “epistemology” to speak of the conditions of production, appropriation
and validation of different forms of knowledge. The problem only arises when we use
expressions like “science” and “epistemology” (or “philosophy” or “literature” or
“economics” or “politics” or “religion”) in the “categorial” way particular to abyssal
thinking.15 If we move from this to a constellation of post-abyssal thinking, the terms are
reappropriated in different frames of meaning and different contexts of practice. As it is not
possible, at least in the present transitional phase, to simply eliminate the old terms and
replace them with radically new ones, all conceptual or categorial innovation will necessarily
entail a process of reappropriation and transformation.
But for this reason, it becomes even more important to closely examine the
transformations that these terms will go through in that process, and what they will come to
mean under the new conditions of use. One of the implications of that reappropriation of
the concept of epistemology is the fact that it is tightly bound, anchored and rooted in
historical experiences that situate its protagonists and which enable that project to be
bound to a broader “constellation of liberation.” The epistemology of the South thus
appears as a radical refounding of the relationship between the epistemological, the
ontological and the ethico-political, based upon a reflection that is not centred on science
but on practices, experiences and knowledges that define the limits and the conditions in
which a particular mode of knowledge may be “translated” or appropriated under new
circumstances, without aiming to establish itself as a universal knowledge. If all knowledges
were recognised, the validity of each would depend upon the way it were bound to the
situated pragmatic conditions of its production and appropriation. The hierarchies of
knowledges cannot be defined on the basis of the epistemic sovereignty of one mode of
knowledge or one “external” locus of knowledge, but rather in a pragmatic manner, that is
to say, inseparable from the situated practices of knowledge production. This is the type of
relationship that Santos calls the “ecology of knowledges”:
The ecology of knowledges does not conceive of knowledges in the abstract, but rather as
knowledge practices that enable or impede certain interventions in the real world; it no longer
conceives of science as a reference or compulsory point of passage for the recognition of all
knowledges. Thus, it is the conception of epistemology itself that is radically transformed. An
epistemological pragmatics is, above all, justified by the fact that the life experiences of the
15

The notion of “categorical” thinking is borrowed from Hugo Zemelman. See, in particular, the discussion in
Zemelman, 2005: 68-72.
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oppressed only appear intelligible to them through an epistemology of consequences. In the
world in which they live, consequences always come before causes. (Santos, 2007b: 28)

If the epistemology of the South is characterised by an epistemological pragmatism that
privileges consequences above causes, might we not find here a point of convergence with
the epistem-onto-ethical concerns of “naturalist” and feminist critiques of epistemology?
The influence – not always acknowledged, but nonetheless present – of philosophical
pragmatism in these critiques at least enables us to establish a possible starting point for an
exercise in translation that may help identify common concerns, as well as divergent
conceptions that engage the two fields in dialogue.

5. Conclusion
To conclude, let us return to the proposal mentioned above according to which Boaventura
de Sousa Santos seeks to give shape to the task of the “epistemological construction of an
ecology of knowledges” (Santos, 2007b: 33). The author identifies “three main groups of
questions related to the identification of knowledges, the procedures that enable us to
relate them to each other and to nature, and the assessment of the interventions in the real
world that they enable” (ibid). In relation to the first group, it is claimed that the questions
raised “have been ignored by the epistemologies of the global North” (ibid). In fact, the claim
is true also for the other two groups. As a philosophical project, the epistemology of the
North, as was recalled in Section 2, always had as its goal the identification of a particular
form of knowledge, scientific knowledge, and the criteria that enabled science to be
demarcated from other modes of knowledge. Indeed, it is the attribution of the quality of
“knowledge” to a mode of involvement or relationship with the world that constitutes the
ultimate objective of epistemology. Hence, the questions posed by Santos are relevant to
epistemology only insofar as they enable the work of demarcation, which attributes
epistemological privilege to science, defining it as the mode of producing true knowledge
about the world – and thus the interest in other modes of knowledge only as “others” of
science, unable to establish the distinction between truth and error. A programme such as
this is incapable of recognising other modes of knowing, other than to subject them to a
form of epistemic sovereignty that takes science as a model for all true methods of knowing.
This observation suggests the need for a new use of the word “epistemology,” which
would come to mean, not an alternative philosophical programme, but what Santos calls an
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alternative programme of alternatives, setting the notion of ecology of knowledges against
all forms of epistemic sovereignty. Here we come up against the well-known problem of
having to use the conceptual and theoretical tools of Northern thinking in a subversive way.
As Santos asks (2007b: 33), “how can we fight against the abyssal lines using conceptual and
political tools that do not reproduce them?” The response has to be pragmatic. In using the
expression “epistemology of the South,” we are using it within a framework that is different
from the familiar framework in which we usually understand epistemology, one that is
nonetheless suitable for the new questions that cannot be formulated within what Santos
has called abyssal thinking.
The (explicit) connection of the proposal for an epistemology of the South and its
corollary, the conception of the universe of knowledge as an ecology, to a pragmatist
conception of knowledges and of the ways in which they are produced, validated, circulated,
appropriated, shared and evaluated, also enables us to highlight the relevance of an
alternative thinking of epistemological alternatives, and find convergences that make
possible a productive dialogue with the most recent innovative epistemological critiques,
such as those that have appeared in connection with the social studies of science, feminist
and postcolonial studies and the “naturalist” philosophy of the sciences.
The pragmatism advocated by Santos, however, despite its apparent kinship with the
philosophical current of the same name, is in fact a radical reconstruction that results from
the encounter between the experiences of subaltern populations, groups and collectives,
particularly in the global South, and the act of putting the proposals of pragmatist
philosophers such as William James and John Dewey “to work” for the critique of
conventional epistemologies. It is in the explicit reference to the world and experiences of
the oppressed as a place of departure and arrival for another conception of what counts as
knowledge, that the epistemology of the South confronts pragmatism with its limits. Those
limits are the limits of the critique of epistemology within the framework of abyssal thinking.
Translated by Karen Bennett
Revised by Teresa Tavares
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Knowledge of Africa, Knowledge by Africans: Two Perspectives on African Studies *
How African are the so-called African Studies? The study of Africa, as developed so far by a long
intellectual tradition, is part of an overall project of knowledge accumulation initiated and
controlled by the West. This article advocates an active, lucid, responsible appropriation by
African societies themselves of the knowledge capitalised over centuries about them. It advocates
more generally the development in Africa of an autonomous, self-reliant tradition of research and
knowledge that addresses problems and issues directly or indirectly posed by Africans. It calls
upon “épistémologies du Sud.” It calls upon African scholars in African Studies and in all other
disciplines to understand that they have been doing so far a kind of research that was massively
extraverted, i. e. externally oriented, intended first and foremost to meet the theoretical and
practical needs of Northern societies. It invites a new orientation and new ambitions for research
by Africans in Africa.
Keywords: African Studies; research; knowledge; Southern epistemologies.

A la mémoire de John Conteh-Morgan

1. By African Studies we usually mean not just one discipline but the whole range of
disciplines that take Africa as a subject of study. Among other such disciplines are often
mentioned “African history,” “African sociology and anthropology,” “African linguistics,”
“African politics,” “African philosophy,” etc. A first question therefore becomes unavoidable:
is there any kind of unity between these disciplines? Do they just relate to Africa each on its
own without being anyhow interrelated? Are they simply juxtaposed to one another while
studying the same object from different angles and perspectives, or are they instead
interdependent in such a way that they are bound to grow or fade together? One easily
perceives the implication: if these disciplines do not need one another, if each of them can
flourish by its own without drawing on any neighbouring discipline, then there is no need to
put them together in the same institution, no need to create institutes of African Studies, let
alone something as big as BIG-SAS is expected to be.
We assume actually that these disciplines are somehow interrelated and we have good
reasons to do so. Between African history and African sociology, for instance, there is
*

Article originally published in RCCS 80 (March 2008). It is a revised version of a lecture delivered during the
opening ceremony of the Bayreuth International Graduate School of African Studies (BIGSAS), University of
Bayreuth, Germany, on December 13, 2007. I am grateful to the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation for giving
me the possibility to have another three months research stay in Germany during that period. My first
Humboldt fellowship dates back to the years 1980-1982. I was hosted by the Philosophy Institute of the
University of Düsseldorf, then directed by the late Professor Alwin Diemer.
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obviously an objective complementarity inasmuch as the present situation of any society
derives directly or indirectly from its past. On the other hand, a good knowledge of the
present and of the logic of events in today’s life may give useful insights into the
comprehension of the past. Synchrony therefore refers to diachrony and vice-versa. History
and sociology are just an example. Similar relations can be found between all the disciplines
that constitute African Studies.
There is more, however. Beyond the special links that unite disciplines studying the same
object, there is an overall solidarity between the sciences both intellectually and historically.
Not only do the so-called African Studies rely on methodologies and theories which
consolidated in various fields, like general history, sociology, linguistics, economics, political
science, etc., long before they were applied to Africa as a new field of study, but moreover,
as everybody can see, BIG-SAS is part of the Institute of African Studies, which itself is part of
the University of Bayreuth, i.e. an institution where many other disciplines, including
mathematics, physics, computer science, biology, chemistry, geology, business and
administration, philosophy, engineering, are taught and researched in, in addition to African
Studies and to the mother disciplines of African Studies themselves. And it is the same
everywhere. This institutional setting is not peculiar to Bayreuth. It clearly indicates how
deeply the different areas of research are interconnected. Such interconnection, as is well
known, is at the root of the very idea of university (Universitas) as was thematised among
others by a man who was not only a thinker but also the real founder of the
Wissenschaftspolitik in 19th century Germany: Wilhelm von Humboldt.

2. There is at least one more question: how African are the so-called African Studies? By
African history, for instance, we usually mean the historical discourse on or about Africa and
not necessarily a historical discourse coming from Africa or produced by Africans. In
grammatical terms we mean the history of Africa: historia Africae in Latin, where Africae,
the genitive of Africa, would be said to be an objective genitive rather than a subjective
genitive. In the same line, African sociology or anthropology means the sociology or
anthropology of Africa as an objective genitive, that is a sociological or anthropological
discourse on Africa and not a sociological or anthropological tradition developed by Africans
within Africa. Similarly, African linguistics is understood as the study of African languages
and not necessarily a study by Africans. Imagine a group of African scholars studying
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Japanese, for instance, or English, German or Portuguese. They would not be said to be
contributing to the development of a linguistic research tradition in Africa. Instead they
would be said to be doing Japanese linguistics, English, German or Portuguese linguistics.
In my own intellectual development I was sensitised to this problem and started
perceiving it as a problem while reading books on “African philosophy” or African systems of
thought. The authors usually assumed that Africans themselves were not conscious of their
own philosophy, and that only Western analysts observing them from without could give a
systematic account of their wisdom. Father Placide Tempels, a Belgian missionary working in
the former Belgian Congo, must be credited for giving the most explicit formulation of this
assumption:
Let us not expect the first Black-in-the-street (especially if he is young) to give us a systematic
account of his ontological system. Nevertheless this ontology exists; it penetrates and informs
all the primitive’s thinking and dominates all his behaviour. Using the methods of analysis and
synthesis of our own intellectual disciplines, we can and therefore must do the ‘primitive’ the
service of looking for, classifying and systematizing the elements of his ontological system.
(Tempels, 1969: 15)

And further on:
We do not claim that the Bantus are capable of presenting us with a philosophical treatise
complete with an adequate vocabulary. It is our own intellectual training that enables us to
effect its systematic development. It is up to us to provide them with an accurate account of
their conception of entities, in such a way that they will recognize themselves in our words
and will agree, saying: “You have understood us, you know us now completely, you ‘know’ in
the same way we ‘know’. (Tempels, 1969: 24)

What is wrong about this alleged unawareness of the natives about their own philosophy
is that the latter is said to be the most self-conscious discipline, at least in a certain
philosophical tradition, precisely the one in which I had been brought up myself: the
philosophy of consciousness as developed from Plato to Descartes, Kant and Husserl, to
mention just a few important landmarks in this tradition.
What bothered me most was the fact that an increasing number of African intellectuals
were stepping in the same direction. African academics doing philosophy in or outside
Western universities spent most of their time writing M.A. theses, Ph.D. dissertations,
articles, books, conference papers or monographs of all sorts on such topics as the
philosophy of being among the people of Rwanda, the concept of time among the people of
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East Africa, the perception of the old man among the Fulas of Guinea, the Yoruba conception
of human being, Yoruba metaphysical thinking, moral philosophy among the Wolof, the
Akan doctrine of God, the conception of life among the Fon of Dahomey, etc. I found these
topics interesting per se and some of the monographs particularly insightful. But I could not
admit that the first duty, let alone the only duty of African philosophers, was to describe or
reconstruct the worldview of their ancestors or the collective assumptions of their
communities. I contended therefore that most of these scholars were not really doing
philosophy but ethno-philosophy: they were writing a special chapter of ethnology aimed at
studying the systems of thought of those societies usually studied by ethnology 1 – however
such societies are defined or characterised.2
At the same time, however, I drew attention to the very existence of these monographs.
To me they were part and parcel of African philosophy in a radically new sense. In my view
African philosophy should not be conceived as an implicit worldview unconsciously shared
by all Africans. African philosophy was quite simply philosophy done by Africans. There was a
contradiction in Western philosophy while thinking of itself as the most self-conscious of all
intellectual disciplines and at the same time assuming that some non-Western philosophies
could be self-unconscious.
I drew attention, therefore, to the existence of an African philosophical literature. The
very first sentence of my little book, African Philosophy, Myth and Reality, made this
1

As is well known, the word “ethno-philosophy” was used in the early seventies almost at the same time by my
colleague Marcien Towa from Cameroon and myself in a derogatory and polemical sense (Hountondji, 1970;
Towa, 1971). But the word itself was older. It dates back at least to the early forties when Nkrumah used it in a
quite positive sense to describe a discipline to which he himself wanted to contribute. As mentioned in his
autobiography, Nkrumah got his M.A. in philosophy in 1943 at the University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, and
registered soon after for a Ph.D. in “ethno-philosophy.” He actually wrote the thesis but could not defend it
before leaving in 1945 to Britain, where he served as secretary to the fifth Pan-African Congress. I am indebted
to William Abraham for providing me with a copy of the typewritten manuscript. The word “ethno-philosophy”
already appears in the title: Mind and Thought in Primitive Society: a Study in Ethno-Philosophy with Special
Reference to the Akan Peoples of the Gold Coast, West Africa (Nkrumah, 1945; 1957).
2
There is a broad consensus today that notions traditionally used to identify the kind of societies studied by
ethnology (as opposed to sociology) are strongly Eurocentric and in this sense biased or “ideological.” Scholars
are at pains to explain exactly what they mean by “primitive” societies. Alternative notions supposed to be
more politically correct, such as “archaic” societies, “traditional” societies, “indigenous” peoples, etc., are not
much clearer. Describing ethnology as the study of “illiterate” societies is not better either, insofar as the
societies concerned are thus characterised negatively by something which they don’t have: literacy. It is more
productive to pay attention to the specific ways and devices through which knowledge is transmitted without
using writing in the way it is used in the West. For this reason they should be called, as suggested by the French
linguist Maurice Houis, civilisations de l’oralité – oral civilisations. Mamoussé Diagne, a philosopher from
Senegal, has carefully analysed in his Critique of Oral Reason this “logic of orality,” as opposed to the logic of
writing described by Jack Goody, and the impact of this specific way of transmission on the knowledge
produced (Houis, 1971; Goody, 1986; Diagne, 2005).
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statement which may appear retrospectively today as a “vérité de La Palice,” a
commonplace idea, something quite simple indeed, which, however, due to the intellectual
and ideological landscape of the time, seemed extraordinarily new: “By African philosophy I
mean a set of texts” (Hountondji, 1977, 1983). If this book has made such a strong
impression, to the extent of being awarded the Herskovits prize in Los Angeles in 1984 and
being more recently selected in 2002 at the Zimbabwe International Book Fair in Harare
among the hundred best African books of the 20th century, it must be due to this simple and
apparently naive statement whose implications and consequences, however, were farreaching.
One immediate implication was this: the new concept of African philosophy allowed a
distinction between Africanists and Africans in the field of philosophy. Many Western
thinkers who wrote extensively on African systems of thought could no longer be viewed as
belonging to African philosophy in the new sense, while the works by their African
counterparts were part of the African writings in ethno-philosophy and therefore were part
and parcel of the African philosophical literature. This does not mean that the works by
Africans were better in any sense of the word. Besides, nobody can ignore the thematic
solidarity or even the intellectual complicity between African and non-African ethnophilosophy, nor deny the genealogic filiation that makes African ethno-philosophy the
daughter of Western engagement with exotic worldviews. Drawing this kind of demarcation,
however, made it possible to call attention to the African reception of Western research
traditions and get African scholars to face their own intellectual responsibility.
There is still another implication: African philosophy also includes writings that criticise or
question ethno-philosophy, which clearly indicates that there is no unanimity whatsoever
within Africa on this specific issue. Equating African philosophy with African philosophical
literature made it possible to perceive the internal debates and contradictions, the
intellectual tensions that make this philosophy a vivid one, and African culture as a whole a
living, not a dead culture. Ethno-philosophy was based, among other assumptions, on the
idea that, in small-scale societies or so-called primitive societies, there was total unanimity
and, so to say, everyone agrees with everyone. Moreover, this alleged unanimity was viewed
as a virtue, and dissent as something bad or dangerous. I called this double assumption the
unanimist illusion. I drew attention instead to the virtue of pluralism as a factor of progress
and to the fact that not only modern Africa but even the so-called traditional Africa have
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been experiencing pluralism over time in all domains. As far as philosophy is concerned, this
kind of pluralism appeared to me as something most valuable and fruitful (Hountondji,
2002).
Needless to say, African philosophy extends to a whole range of works that have nothing
or very little to do with the specific issue of the existence of African philosophy, and
therefore cannot just be classified along the line Ethno-philosophy vs. Critical Philosophy.
Some writings develop African attempts to think, rethink or simply understand Western
philosophy and appropriate, so to say, non-African traditions of thought. They give birth to
African interpretations of Descartes, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Husserl, the Critical School of
Frankfurt, Islamic thinkers, maybe tomorrow Indian and Chinese philosophies, and many
other intellectual traditions from outside Africa. Some others work on universal issues and
concepts, including issues on mathematical logic or the foundations of science, the history
and sociology of science, the anthropology of knowledge, ethics and political philosophy,
philosophy of language, etc. Such attempts, of course, are part and parcel of African
philosophy.

3. Now, how does all this apply to African Studies? In a sense, the study of Africa is stamped
with a kind of original sin in view of the objective role it played in the history of colonisation.
In the case of Germany the problem is even more serious, given the way the discipline was
instrumentalised during the period of national-socialism.
This, however, is part of history. The historical complicity has been denounced again and
again not only by non-Western scholars but also, and this is more important, by Western
scholars themselves. Moreover, as far as the Hitlerian period is concerned, there must have
been at the very height of this awful dictatorship at least some shy protests which could not
be loudly articulated unless one wanted to commit suicide. I would assume, as was written
recently by a German anthropologist, that, “despite prominent examples, it would be
misleading [...] to see all members of African studies as playing an active role in Hitler’s
Germany. The appropriate picture was rather, as Dostal has called it, silence in darkness”
(Probst, 2005; Dostal, 1994).
Despite this original sin, therefore, Western scholarship including German Afrikanistik has
made a huge contribution to the knowledge of African languages, societies, history and
cultures. Some names remain unforgettable, such as Adolf Bastian, the “father of the
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German Völkerkunde,” to use the words of an African anthropologist;3 Carl Meinhof, the
specialist of Bantu languages; Diedrich Westermann, who was missionary in Togo before
starting his brilliant career as an anthropologist; Leo Frobenius, whose work contributed a
lot to giving Black writers like Aimé Césaire and Léopold Sedar Senghor better awareness of
the fundamentals and value of their own culture; Janheinz Jahn, who was so strongly
impressed while listening to a lecture by Senghor in 1951 that he started almost immediately
“his untiring collection and translation of African literature” (Probst, 2005: 415); and nearer
to us a man like Ulli Beier, who founded in Bayreuth the institution called in German “Ivaleva Haus” (because the sound “w” like “window” in English does not exist in German),
where the Yoruba pronounces “Iwa lewa” – “beauty is character,” e.g., “the beautiful
woman is the one who behaves well.” We cannot forget the late Georg Elwert, to whom the
peasants of Ayou, the village in Benin where he did most of his fieldwork, paid a vibrant
homage in October 2006.4
As an external observer I would probably not describe, as Peter Probst does (2005: 405),
African Studies in Germany as being “betwixt and between [...] two major spheres of
influence,” the French and the British ones – assise entre deux chaises, as would be said in
French: sitting between two chairs without its own identity. Instead, the German tradition
seems to me the model of what we should try to build in Africa. First, it speaks its own
language, German. Second, by way of implication, it addresses primarily a German-speaking
audience and evolves first and foremost as an internal debate within Germany and Germanspeaking countries, including Austria and part of Switzerland, where scholars question one
another, respond to and discuss with one another. Third, the debated issues are significant
for, and largely shared by, the German-speaking academic community – which allows the
development of a horizontal and self-sustained debate. We are not in a situation where the
individual scholar shares in a problematic developed elsewhere, say, in the French or the
English-speaking world, over the shoulder of his/her own community. Fourth, debating
3

See Diallo, 2001.
The villagers were invited to attend a two-hour session in “homage to Georg Elwert, a German Africanist
(1947-2005)” during an international conference organised in Cotonou from 0ctober 16 to 19, 2006 by the
African Centre for Advanced Studies. Instead of one or two delegates, they brought in a big delegation of 25
people with drums and other sophisticated instruments. They explained in Aizo (a variant of Fongbe) what that
man meant to them, recalling, among other things, how he taught them to write and read their own language,
how he helped them to find out funds to sink wells and get drinking water in their villages. With permission of
their elders, they executed sacred dances that could only be danced in special circumstances. This amounted,
in fact, to organising a second burial ceremony.
4
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endogenous issues does not amount to scientific autarky or intellectual self-imprisonment.
Not only do some scholars publish part of their work in French or more often in English, the
new lingua franca of international scholarship, in order to reach a wider audience, but it can
be assumed that whenever a discussion originally launched in Germany becomes significant
for the international scientific community, non-German scholars themselves feel the need to
have it translated as soon as possible.
This way of doing research can be said to promote an autonomous, self-reliant scientific
activity. Instead, I am afraid the way we do research in Africa is just the opposite. Too often
do we tend to investigate subjects which are of interest first and foremost to a Western
audience. Most of our articles are published in journals located outside Africa and are meant
therefore for a non-African readership. Even when we happen to publish in Africa, the fact is
that African scholarly journals themselves are read much more outside Africa than in Africa.
In this sense, our scientific activity is extraverted, i.e. externally oriented, intended to meet
the theoretical needs of our Western counterparts and answer the questions they pose. The
exclusive use of European languages as a means of scientific expression reinforces this
alienation. The majority of our country people are de facto excluded from any kind of
discussion about our research outcome, given that they don’t even understand the
languages used. The small minority who understands knows, however, that they are not the
first addressees but only, if anything, occasional witnesses of a scientific discourse meant
primarily for others. To put it bluntly, each African scholar has been participating so far in a
vertical discussion with his/her counterparts from the North rather than developing
horizontal discussions with other African scholars (see Taiwo, 1993, Hountondji, 1988a;
1990; 1995; 2006).
Am I going too far? No doubt this description would have been quite adequate fifty years
ago or so. But things have changed ever since. We do have today in Africa, in the various
fields of academia, national, sub-regional, regional scientific communities. We have
universities and research centres and some of them are very good. We have brilliant
scientists and scholars, and some of them are doing quite well. Despite all this progress,
however, we are still a long way behind what should be perceived as our final goal: an
autonomous, self-reliant process of knowledge production and capitalisation that enables us
to answer our own questions and meet both the intellectual and the material needs of
African societies. The first step in this direction would probably be to formulate original
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“problematics,” original sets of problems that are grounded in a solid appropriation of the
international intellectual legacy and deeply rooted in the African experience (Hountondji,
1988b; 1997; 2002).
In this perspective, the discipline or set of disciplines called African Studies will certainly
not have the same meaning in Africa as in the West. In Africa it is or should be part of a
wider project: knowing oneself in order to transform. African Studies in Africa should not be
satisfied with just contributing to the accumulation of knowledge about Africa, a kind of
knowledge that is capitalised in and managed by the North as all other sectors of scientific
knowledge. African scholars involved in African Studies should have another priority, which
is to develop first and foremost an Africa-based tradition of knowledge in all disciplines, a
tradition where questions are initiated and research agendas set out directly or indirectly by
African societies themselves. Non-African scholars will then be expected to contribute to
solving these questions and implementing these research agendas from their own
perspective and historical background.
Things should also happen in Africa, therefore, and not always or exclusively outside
Africa. Fairness to the Black continent demands that all the knowledge accumulated
throughout centuries on different aspects of its life be shared with the people who live
there. It demands that adequate measures be taken to facilitate a lucid, responsible
appropriation by Africa of the knowledge available, the discussions and interrogations
developed elsewhere. Such appropriation should go hand in hand with a critical reappropriation of Africa’s own endogenous knowledges and, beyond, a critical appropriation
of the very process of knowledge production and capitalisation.5

5

It has been shown in a convincing manner how deeply the study of Africa has impacted on the mother
disciplines in the social sciences and humanities (Bates, Mudimbe & O’Barr, 1993). While acknowledging this
important fact, the point I am trying to make here is slightly different. Both these core disciplines and African
Studies have been so far developing mostly in the West. But Africa should now develop its own process of
questioning and accumulating knowledge, not only in the field of African Studies, but in all academic
disciplines. In this sense it should be noted that “Research in Africa,” as mentioned in the subtitle of the book,
does not mean research within Africa, but just research about Africa or research in African Studies. The point
here is that Africa should not be reduced to a subject of study. Geography matters. The more things are done in
Africa the better for the present and future of this continent.
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The Art of Escape: Liquidity Mechanisms*
The idea of “liquidity” as a characteristic of the present phase of modernity, which features in the
most recent work of Zygmunt Bauman, invites comparison with Keynes. In both Bauman and
Keynes, liquidity is applied to relationships that are easily revertible (or revertible at low cost) and
to systems that are unstable and precarious due to the precariousness of the bonds that unite
their constituent elements. In both authors, liquidity and speculation appear as rational responses
to uncertainty and, at the same time, as individual strategies that contribute to increased risk at
the level of the system. The two approaches are complementary and coherent. This comparative
reading suggests the existence of transversal liquidity mechanisms that cut across different
institutional domains, as described in this paper.
Keywords: Liquid modernity; liquidity mechanisms; uncertainty; Bauman; Keynes.

1. Introduction
The presence of the Keynesian word “liquidity” in the title of Zygmunt Bauman’s book Liquid
Modernity is more than mere coincidence. In Bauman, liquidity is invoked in order to explain
a society which, due to its weak resistance “against the separation of the atoms” (Bauman,
2000: 2), has difficulty keeping its shape. In Keynes, it refers to a property of the financial
markets – the ease with which agents may divest themselves of their assets and acquire
others with which to replace them. Nonetheless, in both Bauman and Keynes, liquidity is
applied to relationships that are easily revertible, or revertible at low cost, and to systems
that are unstable and precarious due to the precariousness of the bonds that unite their
constituent elements. For both, liquidity is a fitting metaphor “when we wish to grasp the
nature of the present, in many ways novel, phase, in the history of modernity” (Bauman,
2000: 2).
At first sight, the parallelism does not take us much beyond these observations. The two
analyses are situated on different planes. While Bauman is concerned with different
manifestations of “the separation of the atoms,” taking as reference the totality of social and
existential experience, Keynes, more modestly, deals with individual strategies and their

*

Article published in RCCS 82 (September 2008). The author would like to thank José Reis, João Rodrigues, Luís
Francisco Carvalho, Ana Santos and Margarida Moz, for their careful reading, critical comments and corrections
of an earlier version of this article.
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systemic consequences within the more precise institutional domain of the monetary and
financial markets.
However, as it happens, the two approaches are complementary and coherent. The
liquidity of the financial markets analysed by Keynes is a manifestation of a generalised
process in a particular domain which, for Bauman (2000: 121), is the “paramount source of
uncertainty” and the origin of processes which tend to extend and become widespread.
Moreover, the comparison suggests that liquidity is manifested in a similar way in different
spaces of social and personal life – a similarity that suggests the existence of transversal
liquidity mechanisms.
In this paper, I shall not undertake a critical reading of Bauman and Keynes, but rather a
joint interpretation of both, oriented towards an examination of hypothetical liquidity
mechanisms operating transversally across different institutional domains. In the pages that
follow, I shall first present the theses of Bauman and Keynes, or at least interpretations of
them that have arisen from the comparative reading. These interpretations will support my
identification of the various liquidity mechanisms described in Section 4. The discussion of
trends arising from these hypothetically described mechanisms is left to the concluding
notes.

2. Bauman’s liquidity
Liquidity, as a metaphor for commercial society, was not invented by Bauman. He himself
recognises this fact when alluding to the “melting of solids” in the Communist Manifesto. It is
relevant to recall here that, in the Manifesto, the “melting of solids” concerned the “pitiless”
tearing asunder by the bourgeoisie “of all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations,” which left “no
other nexus between man and man than naked self-interest, than callous ‘cash payment’”
(Marx & Engels, 1848: 9). The reference to Thomas Carlyle and his “cash nexus” shows that
Marx’s critiques coincided with those made by the Romantic critics of capitalism (“feudal
socialists,” in the language of the Manifesto) on at least on one point, namely their horror at
the imposition of commercial relations as the only form of human interaction. However, the
similarity obviously ended there; for while the Romantic “feudal socialists” advocated a
return to patriarchal relations in terms that, despite the “incisiveness” of their critique, were
“half lamentation, half lampoon; half echo of the past, half menace of the future” (Marx &
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Engels, 1848: 30), Marx and Engels aspired to emancipation and predicted that it would
come in the future.
Thus, we can understand why Hirschman, in his discussion of the rival interpretations of
the market society (Hirschman, 1982), included Marx and the Romantic critics of capitalism
in the same category, namely “self-destruction theses,” which covers all perspectives that
hold that “capitalist society […] exhibits a pronounced proclivity toward undermining the
moral foundations on which any society, including the capitalist variety, must rest.”
(Hirschman, 1982: 1466). However, as noted by Hirschman, Marx limited himself to
highlighting the corrosion of traditional values in bourgeois society, never developing his
reasoning along the lines of an implosion of capitalism as a result of the liquefaction of its
moral foundations. For Hirschman, the paradigmatic cases of the “self-destruction thesis”
were Schumpeter, Horkheimer and Hirsch. Today, 25 years later, Hirschman might possibly
have considered including Bauman in the same category.

2.1. The two phases of the great transformation

Given liquidity’s long lineage as a metaphor for the market society, it is surprising that it now
appears in Bauman associated only to the “present stage of the modern era” (Bauman, 2000:
2).
Recognising that the “melting of solids” is a permanent feature of modernity, Bauman
argues that the “great transformation” must have occurred in two phases. In the first, the
“solids” were the patterns of pre-modern dependence and interaction; these solids were
broken, but immediately replaced by others that were as hard as the previous ones –
individuals were torn from their traditional relationships of dependency and belonging, but
immediately thrust into “frames which […] encapsulated the totality of life conditions and
life prospects and determined the range of realistic life projects and life strategies” (Bauman,
2000: 7), i.e. social classes, sexual difference or the Fordist factory. In the second phase (i.e.
today), these new “solids” are being liquefied, as the patterns of dependence and
interaction become malleable to a point that could never have been experienced or even
imagined by past generations, and without anything tangible or lasting arising to replace
them:
These days, patterns and configurations are no longer ‘given’, let alone ‘self-evident’; there are
just too many of them, clashing with one another and contradicting each other’s
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commandments, so that each one has been stripped of a good deal of compelling, coercively
constraining powers. (Bauman, 2000: 7)

Let us look in a little more detail at each of the phases of the great transformation, as
presented in condensed form in Bauman (2001). At the beginning, modernity appeared in
the form of freedom – and the beginning, in Bauman’s history of modernity, was when God
appeared to man in the Renaissance, in this case to Pico della Mirandola, announcing that,
unlike the other creatures that “have a defined nature prescribed by me, you may determine
your own limits according to your own will” (Bauman, 2001: 21). This was the emancipatory
face of modernity.
The “constitutive act of modern capitalism,” as Bauman recalls, involved breaking with
the old economy based upon the production of use value to satisfy domestic or community
needs, uprooting both businesses and labour in the process: “That double act set the actions
of profit-making, as well as making one’s livelihood, free from the web of moral and
emotional, family and neighbourly bonds – but by the same token, it also emptied such
actions of all the meanings it used to carry before” (Bauman, 2001: 29). For the
entrepreneur, “the separation of business from the household was a genuine emancipation.
His hands had been unbound, the sky was the sole limit beyond which his ambition did not
dare reach” (Bauman, 2001: 30). But for the workers, uprooted from their communities of
origin and thrust onto the factory floor, the separation transformed labour from a
purposeful activity into mere drudgery devoid of any kind of dignity. For the craftsmen and
peasants of yesterday,
[…] it was no longer clear […] what ‘work well done’ would mean. […] Following the soulless
routine of the factory floor, watched by no kinsman or neighbour but solely by the constantly
suspicious and rat-smelling foreman, going through machine-dictated motions with no chance
to admire the product of one’s exertions, let alone to sit in judgement on its quality, rendered
the effort all but ‘futile’. (Bauman, 2001: 29)

And, as human beings resisted the futility of effort, and this resistance was interpreted as
laziness – the aversion to work that appears in economics textbooks – work could only be
obtained by coercion, combined with convenient doses of moralist exhortation designed to
induce consent. The dual movement of separation thus revealed the other face of
modernity: “The modern – capitalist – arrangement of human cohabitation was Janus-faced;
one face was emancipatory, the other coercive, each being turned towards a different
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section of society” (Bauman, 2001: 26). In the first phase of the “great transformation,”
Bauman (2001: 30) concludes, “modern capitalism [...] ‘melted all solids’; [...] but the melting
job was not an end in itself: solids were liquefied so that new solids, more solid than the
melted ones, could be cast.”
But modernity, at the same time that it bound subordinates to the factory floor where
they could be easily supervised, also obliged the supervisors to remain in their watch towers,
thus creating a situation of mutual dependence. United in the Panopticon, for better or for
worse, its inhabitants knew that this was both a theatre of conflict and a negotiating table.
Management, in this framework, was an exercise that oscillated between the coercive
imposition of routines and attempts to recreate in vitro a new “sense of community.” The
Fordist factory, writes Bauman (2001: 37), which “attempted to synthesize both tendencies,”
was paradigmatic of another facet of this phase of modernity: the idea that order in
production and society had to be managed.
The second stage of the “great transformation” began, according to Bauman in terms
borrowed from Marx, the moment the owner of the instruments discovered that he was not
obliged to conduct the orchestra: “As soon as they could afford it, capitalist entrepreneurs
shifted managerial chores to hired servants” (Bauman, 2001: 39).
But this was only an intermediate stage, corresponding to an episodic “managerial
capitalism.” The moment when managers would repeat the act of disengagement was soon
to arrive, inaugurating “times of high speed and high acceleration, shrinking terms of
commitment, of ‘flexibility’, ‘downsizing’ and ‘outsourcing’, times when people stayed
together only ‘until further notice’ and as long (never longer) ‘as the satisfaction lasts’”
(Bauman, 2001: 41). In short, this was liquid modernity.
In post-panoptic modernity – liquid modernity – the art of escape has become the
principal technique for consolidating power. Deregulation is sought because the powerful do
not want to be regulated – “for power to be free to flow, the world must be free of fences,
barriers, fortified borders and checkpoints” (Bauman, 2000: 14) – but also because they no
longer need to regulate anyone. Now, obedience is obtained by the simple threat of
disengagement or exit: “Amidst uncertainty and insecurity, discipline (or rather, submission
to the ‘there is no alternative’ condition) is self-propelling and self-reproducing” (Bauman,
2001: 42), making those obedience factories, the expensive panopticons, superfluous.
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The dismantling of the panopticons is experienced by individuals (and even by Bauman)
with some perplexity. On the one hand, the panopticon regime was cruel and inhuman, and
in this sense, its disappearance may be considered a form of liberation. But, on the other, it
had “some advantages for the victims – it brought them benefits which were hardly noticed
at the time and have only recently become salient through their disappearance” (Bauman,
2001: 42): it provided them with “a trustworthy frame” in which they could “confidently
inscribe their hopes and dreams of a better future,” and it gave meaning to their struggle for
better living conditions.

2.2. Individualization in liquid modernity

The form taken by modernity at present – liquid modernity – is distinguished from the
previous one, according to Bauman (2000: 29), not only by the collapse of the belief in an
“attainable telos of historical change [...], some sort of good society, just society and conflictfree society,” but also by “the deregulation and privatization of the modernizing tasks and
duties,” i.e. by a change in the meaning of individualization.
In liquid modernity, individualization is no longer conceived as emancipation from the
bonds of communal dependence. In the absence of any clear and reliable normative
framework, identity is no longer a “given,” but instead has been transformed into a “task”
for which actors (now authors) are responsible: “Modernity replaces the heteronomic
determination of social standing with compulsory and obligatory self-determination”
(Bauman, 2000: 32).
However, the tasks involved in identity construction are not carried out by everyone on
an equal footing. While for some (a few), the two poles of individualization – freedom and
security – are mutually reinforced (freedom of movement is a guarantee of power and
safety), for others (the majority), freedom is offered only in exchange for security and
experienced as “a kind of uncertainty, of dark premonitions and fear of the future" (Bauman,
2001: 48). All are warned that the prospects of survival, improvement and dignity depend
exclusively upon oneself, and that everyone is personally responsible in the event of failure.
But, as only some possess the necessary resources to acquire security through freedom,
liquid modernity operates, in reality, by unequal distribution of the risks. For the majority, de
jure autonomy does not translate into de facto autonomy; or in other words, the increase in
negative freedom does not correspond to an increase in positive freedom.
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Irrespective of individual circumstances, the private construction of identity is always a
task to be carried out within a context of uncertainty. When the “codes and rules” are not
“self-evident,” no longer prescribing clearly defined obligations (Bauman, 2000: 7), when
“the status of all norms [...] has […] been severely shaken and become fragile” (Bauman,
2000: 79), the construction of identity tends to be transformed into “a perpetual agony of
indecision” (Bauman, 2000: 20), as a result of uncertainty as to the definition of one’s own
purposes and as to the actions and intentions of others.

2.3. Uncertainty, liquidity and their manifestations

In an atmosphere of uncertainty, in a “world devoid of stable and trustworthy meaning,”
liquidity – that is, the “substitution of the techniques of escape and elision for engagement
and mutual commitment” (Bauman, 2000: 108, 109) – appears as a rational response on the
part of individuals: “‘Rational choice’ in the era of instantaneity means to pursue
gratification while avoiding the consequences, and particularly the responsibilities that those
consequences imply” (Bauman, 2000: 128).
Liquidity is manifested as a loss of the meaning of personal commitment, or commitment
with a “life plan.” The world “in which the future is at best dim and misty, but, more likely,
full of risks and dangers” (Bauman, 2000: 163) makes the establishment of long-term goals
unattractive. Liquidity thus involves a modification of time – the loss of long-term meaning
with its break-up into a sequence of moments. For those for whom “domination consists in
one’s own capacity to escape, to disengage, to ‘be elsewhere’” (Bauman, 2000: 120),
instantaneity becomes an ideal of reference. Bill Gates, according to Sennett’s observations,
mentioned by Bauman, makes success depend upon “positioning oneself within a network
of possibilities rather than paralyzing oneself in one particular job.” This implies avoiding
lasting attachments or commitments:
He was cautious not to develop attachments (particularly a sentimental attachment) or lasting
commitment to anything including his own creations. [Bill Gates] was not afraid of taking a
wrong turn, since no turn would keep him going in one direction for long, and since turning
back or aside remained constantly available options. (Bauman, 2000: 124)

For capital able to “travel fast and travel light” (Bauman, 2000: 121) the compression of
time is a source of freedom and security. For others, it is only freedom, or rather, the
freedom to choose consumer commodities. For these, the activity of consuming is the
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privileged form of “escape from the agony called insecurity” (Bauman, 2000: 81). The objects
displayed on supermarket shelves are thus the only things that seem “complete with the
promise of certainty” of immediate satisfaction (Bauman, 2000: 81). The life of the consumer
is a sequence of moments of gratification.
Liquidity also involves an alteration in the meaning of interpersonal commitments. A
world in which the future is unclear makes it unadvisable to surrender “private interest in
order to increase group power” (Bauman, 2000: 163): “[H]olding too fast, burdening one’s
bond with mutually binding commitments, may prove positively harmful and the new
chances crop up elsewhere” (Bauman, 2000: 13).
Those for whom freedom and security are served in a packet easily dispense with
commitment – their safety presupposes flexibility. Others may desire stability or miss it. But,
as the offer of security is scarce, the best alternative consists in always seeking to imitate the
former. The consequence is
[…] the fading and wilting, decomposing and falling apart of human bonds, of communities and
of partnerships. Commitments of the ‘till death do us part’ type become contracts ‘until
satisfaction lasts’, temporal and transient by definition, by intention and by pragmatic impact –
and, therefore, with the tendency to be unilaterally broken when one of the parties senses
more opportunities and more value in abandoning the partnership than in the attempt to save
it at whatever incalculable cost. (Bauman, 2000: 163)

In the process, what is changed is the meaning of interpersonal relationships: “bonds and
partnerships tend to be treated as things meant to be consumed, not produced; they are
subject to the same criteria of evaluation as all other objects of consumption” (Bauman,
2000: 163).

2.4. Social construction and the instability of identity

Contrary to what might be imagined, the construction of identity in liquid modernity has not
stopped being a social process. What has changed are the mechanisms in that process. In
the absence of the invisible Big Brother of the first modernity, able to stipulate absolute
values and prescribe objectives that had to be pursued, the question of values has also been
privatized and transferred to individuals. The uncertainty of means is now joined by a new
type of uncertainty – an uncertainty of ends, which consists in determining, “in the face of all
the risks known or merely guessed, which of the many floating seductive ends ‘within reach’
[...] offer priority” (Bauman, 2000: 61).
139

RCCS Annual Review, 1, September 2009

Liquidity Mechanisms

Individuals, although separate, do not decide upon ends with their backs turned to one
another. They observe each other attentively and anxiously, in the expectation of finding not
only proof that they are not the only ones experiencing the agony of uncertainty, but also
“examples” – signs of ends that are worth pursuing. The others, on the other hand, offer
themselves up as objects of consumption in “a scene on which private dramas are staged,
put on public display and publicly watched” (Bauman, 2000: 70) or as “counsellors” in a
market of examples.
To be an object of “desire and admiration” (Bauman, 2000: 67) is the condition for a
counsellor’s success and authority in the market of examples, and proof of the importance
of the values that s/he promotes. However, the causal bond between the will to follow an
example and the authority of the exemplary person is not clear: “Authority expands the
ranks of the followers, but, in the world of uncertain and chronically underdetermined ends,
it is the number of the followers that makes – that is – the authority” (Bauman, 2000: 67).
The value of the examples is necessarily precarious: “Examples and recipes remain
attractive as long as they remain untested” (Bauman, 2000: 72). As there is no example
capable of fulfilling its promises of lasting satisfaction, the recipes for a “good life” tend to
become obsolete even before they reach their sell-by date. For individuals, the attempt to
reduce the uncertainty of ends by observing examples tends to turn consumption into an
addiction, and like all addictions, it “destroy[s] the possibility of being ever satisfied”
(Bauman, 2000: 72) – the more it is practised and the more frustrations it originates, the
more necessary it becomes, generating even more frustrations. In society, the value of
examples is ephemeral – examples pass from fame to oblivion unpredictably or
uncontrollably, like the winds or tides.

2.5. The commodification of commitment and the instability of interpersonal relations

The change in the meaning of interpersonal commitment arising from the commodification
of social bonds, that is, from their subjection to the cash nexus, consequently removes all
responsibility for the fate of relationships. When the relationship is conceived as an
acquisition on the market, its continuity becomes conditioned only by the test of
satisfaction. Trying to contribute actively to maintain it, with sacrifice if necessary, makes
about as much sense as making an effort to like a product that does not live up to one’s
expectations. In a disappointing relationship, as in the case of a disappointing product, the
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natural thing to do, whenever possible, is to exchange it for something else. Consequently,
the precariousness of relations tends to turn into a self-fulfilling prophecy:
If the human bond, like all other consumer objects, is not worked out through protracted
effort and occasional sacrifice, but something which one expects to bring satisfaction right
away, instantaneously, at the moment of purchase – and something that one rejects if it does
not satisfy [...] – then there is not much point in ‘throwing good money after bad’, in trying
hard and harder still, let alone in suffering discomfort and unease in order to save the
partnership. (Bauman, 2000: 164)

2.6. Uncertainty, liquidity and insecurity

Uncertainty, which for most people is experienced as insecurity and anxiety, leading as a
rational response to the search for liquidity, tends to produce increased systemic instability
and insecurity. Of the consequences involved in this tendency, Bauman highlights social
fragmentation.
Liquid modernity is a time of “secession” in which those most skilled at the art of evasion
manage to detach themselves from their commitments and responsibilities. But, as this
“secession” brings together fugitives from other similar situations, the process gives rise to
“bubbles”, sheltered spaces that are communities only in name, sealed from the outside and
united only by the perception of an external threat. The result is “ghettoization” – a process
of “spatial confinement and social enclosure" (Bauman, 2001: 117), which is self-fulfilling.
Channelling the emotions generated by existential uncertainty into a frantic search for ‘safetyin-community’ acts as all other self-fulfilling prophecies do: once embarked on, it tends to
substantiate its original motives and produce ever new ‘good reasons’ and justifications for the
original move. (Bauman, 2001: 118)

When the outside appears increasingly threatening, the “voluntary ghettos,” which are
entered on the belief that it is always possible to leave, gradually become more and more
like real ghettos. The fragmented society may then become something truly dangerous – a
fertile ground for the expansion of the market of law and order.
But the fragmented society which, according to Bauman, will result from liquefaction, is
also a society that dissolves the “forces that could keep the questions of order and system
on the political agenda” and the “bonds which interlock individual choices in collective
projects and actions” (Bauman, 2000: 6):
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The kind of uncertainty, of dark premonitions and fears that haunt men and women in the
fluid, perpetually changing social environment in which the rules of the game change in the
middle of the game without warning or legible pattern, does not unite sufferers: it splits them.
The pains it causes to the individuals do not add up, do not accumulate or condense into a kind
of ‘common cause’ which could be pursued more effectively by joining forces and acting in
unison. (Bauman, 2001: 48)

Bauman’s liquidity is a cumulative process. It is a trap, a dystopia capable of replacing the
nightmares of Orwell and Huxley.

3. Keynes’s liquidity
Keynes’s liquidity has its origins in the separation of property and control, and is,
simultaneously, a condition of that separation, occurring for the first time, as in Bauman, at
the moment when the owner of the orchestra discovers that he does not necessarily have to
conduct it.
There was a time, Keynes recalls at the beginning of his famous Chapter 12 of the General
Theory, in which enterprises “were mainly owned by those who undertook them or by their
friends and associates” and “investment depended on a sufficient supply of individuals of
sanguine temperament and constructive impulses who embarked upon business as a way of
life” (Keynes, 1936: 150). In these cases, investment decisions were irrevocable,
“indissoluble, like marriage” (Keynes, 1936: 160). At that time, “productive” investment was
solid (or fixed).
With the creation or development of organised “investment markets,” this era came to an
end. Characterised by liquidity, “investment markets” undertake a daily reassessment of
investment – something which did not make sense in the previous context, characterised by
the indissolubility of the bonds of the investor with his assets – and as they reassess, they
give the individual the opportunity “to revise his commitments" (Keynes, 1936: 151), i.e. to
get rid of his assets in order to acquire – or not – others offered on the market. These
markets seem to be a fantastic institutional innovation which brings together the best of
both worlds: the income that treasures cannot promise and the liquidity that was believed
to be an attribute of treasures.
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3.1. The ambiguity of liquidity

However, for Keynes, liquidity was ambiguous, involving what he himself considered to be a
dilemma: it “often facilitates, though it sometimes impedes, the course of new investment”
(Keynes, 1936: 160).
The reason why liquidity may facilitate investment becomes clear from the moment we
understand the “extreme precariousness of the basis of knowledge on which our estimates
of prospective yield have to be made” (Keynes, 1936: 149). In a context of uncertainty,
liquidity is the emergency exit that the investor needs to know exists, before daring to enter
a poorly-lit tunnel whose end is out of sight. It is the escape route, in the event of an
emergency: “For the fact that each individual investor flatters himself that his commitment
is ‘liquid’ […] calms his nerves and makes him much more willing to run a risk” (Keynes,
1936: 149).
It is clear, however, as Keynes reminds us, that investment decisions are revocable for the
individual, but not for the community – there is an absence of micro-macro correspondence
that can translate into a reduction of individual risk which is not transposable to the
collective.
More complex is the reason why liquidity may impede the course of new investment.
“Investment markets” were set up on the assumption that they would facilitate the miracle
of the invisible hand and ensure that capital was applied to more socially advantageous uses.
According to Keynes, things in fact happen the other way around. Let us imagine, however
absurd it may seem, that an omniscient trader considers it advantageous to invest a large
sum of money in setting up a new company. Would he be prepared to go ahead with this if
there were a cheaper equivalent deal available on the “investment market”? In that case,
the new investment would be abandoned in exchange for the acquisition of shares in an
already-existing business; his assessment of the (liquid) market would have impeded the
new investment. But why would the market assess the investment below its fundamental
value – that is, the value that only the omniscient agent knows?
The market can be “mistaken”; indeed it tends to make mistakes systematically, because
there are no omniscient agents, or at least, no agents that are considered omniscient by the
others, and because individual choices made in a context of uncertainty are not
independent.
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The value of assets is conventional in nature; that is, it results from a multiplicity of
decentralised, but not independent, decisions. The awareness that the value of assets results
from a multiplicity of decisions justifies each individual taking account of others’ choices
when making his own decisions. In fact, his gains and losses depend upon his capacity to
predict the choices made by the others. And, to the extent that the decisions of each of
those others are also conditioned by expectations of the same type, it is a question of
guessing what others think others will do. In the “investment markets,” as Keynes wrote, it is
not only a question of predicting which assets are going to go up, or which the others think
are going to go up; rather, there is a third degree of recursivity involved, namely
“anticipating what average opinion expects the average opinion to be.” Indeed, there may
even be those that “practise the fourth, fifth and higher degrees” of recursivity (Keynes,
1936: 156).
Keynes terms this activity of second-, third- or higher-degree prediction speculation,
which he considers a form of game-playing, contrasting it with enterprise, i.e. “the activity of
forecasting the prospective yield of assets over their whole life” (Keynes, 1936: 158) – which
is known today as the fundamental value of assets. In the world of financial liquidity,
speculation may be considered as a kind of rational behaviour – if rationality is redefined
(Orléan, 1999; Rodrigues, 2007). Speculation, Keynes writes (1936: 155),
[…] is not the outcome of a wrong-headed propensity. It is the inevitable result of an
investment market organised along the lines described. For it is not sensible to pay 25 for an
investment of which you believe the prospective yield to justify a value of 30, if you also
believe that the market will value it at 20 three months hence.

In this market, it would be irrational to base one’s investment decisions on the knowledge
that is available about the profitability of an asset:
Investment based on genuine long-term expectation is so difficult today as to be scarcely
practicable. He who attempts it must surely lead much more laborious days and run greater
risks that he who tries to guess better than the crowd how the crowd will behave. (Keynes,
1936: 157)
3.2. Self-referentiality of speculation and instability

Today we understand, better than in Keynes' day, that systems like the financial markets
may behave in a complex, even chaotic, fashion. In these markets, as Orléan (1999: 59)
explains, “market opinion is at the same time the object that each person is trying to predict,
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and the product – what emerges from the individual opinions when each of those individuals
is trying to discover the majority opinion.”
Referring to this dynamics as self-referential, Orléan shows that, in certain circumstances,
self-referential groups “manage to stabilise through the endogenous production of a belief
recognised by all” (Orléan, 1999: 60) – a convention – and shows at the same time that these
conventions may enter into collapse when under attack by speculators seeking advantages
by “playing” against them.

3.3. The liquidity trap and the need for heteronomic regulation

Liquidity, which, in the financial markets, seems to be a rational response to uncertainty,
tends to give rise to systemic instability, increasing the individual’s uncertainty. In this
context, what appeared extraordinary to Keynes was that, despite everything, there was still
room for enterprise. If enterprise had rational grounds, if it depended upon simple
calculation – on the “weighted average of quantitative benefits multiplied by quantitative
probabilities” – it would long ago have “faded and died” (Keynes, 1936: 161-162). If it still
exists, it is because it depends more on spontaneous optimism or animal spirits – “a
spontaneous urge to action” – rather than on the outcome of a mathematical calculation.
But as that spontaneous optimism that enables people to act despite uncertainty is, like
any psychological state, inconstant, the “economic life of the modern world” will necessarily
be afflicted by “crises of confidence” (Keynes, 1936: 161). In contexts of crises of confidence,
when fear paralyses those animal spirits, torn between consumption, investment and
liquidity, agents tend to choose the most liquid of assets – money.
We can now formulate Keynes’s dilemma in another way: the markets contain panic, in
both senses of the word “contain” (Dupuis, 1992). Liquidity “calms the nerves” and
encourages the formation of capital, while at the same time generating instability and
“crises of confidence,” which result in a disorderly race for the emergency exit.
For Keynes, as we know, laissez faire would not survive commotions of these
proportions. For him, order and the reproduction of the market society depended upon a
centre of rationality that is outside it: “I expect to see the State, which is in a position to
calculate the marginal efficiency of capital-goods on long views and on the basis of the
general social advantage, taking an ever greater responsibility for directly organising
investment” (Keynes, 1936: 164).
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4. The mechanisms of liquidity
This comparative reading of Bauman and Keynes suggests, as I have already mentioned, the
existence of transversal liquidity mechanisms that cut across different institutional domains.
Consideration of this hypothesis involves a generalization of different key concepts, present
in both authors’ approach to the question of liquidity. These are: uncertainty, expectations,
rationality, irrationality, enterprise, speculation, conventions, norms, instability of
conventions and the liquidity trap. In this section, I will discuss these concepts in pairs.
4.1. Uncertainty and expectations

Uncertainty, conceived broadly and informally as a mental state of doubt about the best
course of action to take (Beckert, 1996) – a situation in which the actor simply does not
know what to do – is obviously a common state in life, even if it is more pronounced in some
cases than in others.
This applies to the Keynesian type of uncertainty. This type of uncertainty, which is
manifested in a particularly acute form in the monetary and financial markets, may be
present in all situations in which the consequences of actions are projected into a long-term
future, without there being any knowledge base that enables probabilistic expectations to
be formulated.
But Keynesian uncertainty (uncertainty as to the best means of achieving clear ends,
resulting from a lack of knowledge – the epistemic uncertainty of means) is not the only form
of uncertainty, nor the only relevant form. Bauman speaks of an uncertainty of ends, an
axiological uncertainty, which refers to the mental state of doubt about what ends should be
pursued. He also suggests a third type of uncertainty – a deontic uncertainty, concerning
duties and obligations – which involves doubt as to the individual's relationship with norms.
Recognition of these three types of uncertainty naturally involves ontology of the actor
that is not that of economic orthodoxy. It presupposes an actor that recognises the norms as
such, that is, as rules that prescribe obligations, the compulsoriness of which is not solely
determined by a judgement based on a cost-benefit computation. It also presupposes an
actor who is able to reflect upon his/her own preferences and to choose what ends to
pursue – an actor that is autonomous, though limitedly so, in the sense that, in forming his
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beliefs, he depends not only upon himself but also upon others (both in the process of
socialization and in the situational context).
Action in a context of uncertainty is always based upon expectations which, like forms of
uncertainty, may be epistemic, axiological and deontic. The transversal mechanisms of
liquidity involve these three types of uncertainty and expectations.
4.2. Rationality and irrationality

The recognition of non-probabilistic uncertainty leads to a reconceptualization of rationality.
Keynes’s agent does not simply have the cognitive resources that enable him to choose
rationally (in the terms prescribed by the rational decision theory). He can only be rational if
rationality is conceived in the broader sense of justified choice. The relevant rationality in
the framework of transversal liquidity mechanisms refers to deliberation processes that
operate in parallel upon ends (subject to reconfiguration) and (given and discovered) means.
What is irrational in this perspective is the unsuitability of means to ends – the choice of
ends that cannot be achieved with the means available, or of means that do not lead to the
chosen end.
4.3. Enterprise and speculation

In Keynes’s terms, the entrepreneur is the investor who “direct[s] his mind to the long-term
prospects and to those only” (Keynes, 1936: 160), basing his decisions upon estimations of
the fundamental value of assets. Enterprise can be generalized and integrated into the
transversal liquidity mechanisms as an attitude of commitment to a life project or
interpersonal relationship. Commitment involves responsibility – the awareness that the fate
of the project or the relationship depends, at least in part, on a personal contribution and on
a disposition to contribute, which is translated into practice – as well as a belief in the
fundamental value of the project or relationship, that is, in its intrinsic non-conventional
value.
Liquidity is a state of non-commitment in what concerns both life plans and relations with
others. Preference for liquidity is a rational response to uncertainty, any type of uncertainty,
which, when generalized, tends to cause enterprise to be replaced with speculation.
Speculation, which in the financial markets consists of predicting the conventional value
of assets, when generalized becomes the selection of ends guided by authoritative
“examples,” as mentioned by Bauman, or the conditioning of normative obligations to the
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anticipated degree of compliance shown by others with those same obligations. Speculation,
therefore, involves deliberation and action that are oriented by conventional assessments.
4.4. Conventions and norms

The conventions that for Keynes are procedures for the formation of expectations, and the
expectations on the value of assets themselves, may be generalized as intersubjective beliefs
that emerge from the interaction between agents. They are not based upon any
fundamental value external to the self-referential game of beliefs, a situation that is
subjectively acknowledged. In contrast, norms are intersubjective beliefs that are rooted in
fundamental values and are recognised as such by agents; thus, they may motivate action
irrespective of any cost-benefit analysis.
The fact that norms refer to fundamental values is no guarantee that agents will
automatically adhere to them (that is why sanctions exist when there is failure to comply),
since, in relation to norms, there is always room for the justification of non-compliance, as a
consequence of conflict with other norms, interpretation and expectations as to compliance
by others. The last aspect is particularly important in the sense that it suggests that norms
are also subject to self-referential processes with an impact on deontic expectations,
although the external nature of the fundamental value relative to the self-referential game
may provide greater stability.
On the other hand, the fact that conventions are not rooted in fundamental values does
not exclude the possibility that they may constitute grounds for stable beliefs and
expectations. Some conventions acquire such a degree of stability that they endure even
when there are strong reasons for being abandoned.
4.5. Instability of conventions

At the limit, Bauman’s liquid modernity, like Keynes’s financial markets, involves social
systems devoid of fundamental values – not because those values do not exist, but precisely
because they are in conflict with one another. Order in these systems is based on
conventions. Keynes and his successors have described the self-referential dynamics of
conventions in the financial markets. Bauman’s specular game with respect to axiological
uncertainty illustrates this well in the domain of ends. Something similar may occur with
obligations. Since the normative disposition of the agent with limited autonomy is
conditioned by the expectation that others will comply (i.e. it involves the expectation of
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reciprocity [Gintis et al, 2005]), his/her deontic expectations are also subject to the now
familiar self-referential process: my disposition depends upon the disposition of others,
whose disposition in turns depends upon…
Conventions are arbitrary – they are not based upon any fundamental value. But if they
remained stable, despite being arbitrary, as in some of the equilibrium outcomes achieved
by Schelling’s “critical mass models” (1978), there would be no rational grounds for desiring
liquidity. Agents would formulate their expectations on the basis of conventions that would
become self-fulfilling prophecies.
Liquidity is sought because it is not possible to trust the stability of conventions. If in
some circumstances conventions are stable, as pointed out above, the fundamental question
is to understand the reasons why they might not be so.
Conventions are stable when most agents have no reason to abandon them, or if, despite
there being good reasons to do so, this will bring unbearable costs for an agent acting in
isolation (Runde, 1991). In a country where cars drive on the left, there might be advantages
to driving on the right in a traffic jam; however, the risks inherent in that choice are
sufficient to deter most drivers. Even in the financial markets, it is possible to find examples.
Keynes suggests one: as disapproval is most likely when one errs against a convention than
when one errs with it, wage-earners will tend to follow the convention even when they have
reasons to believe that they will lose out by doing so.
When there are good reasons to abandon the convention, and when this does not involve
prohibitive costs, there is the potential for the convention to become unstable. Amongst the
various good reasons we could count: the convention’s deviation from that which the actor
takes as a fundamental value; incentives arising from opportunities to gain in counterconventional “gambles,” as occurs with large speculators on the stock exchange; or the
disclosure of new information.
The last aspect, underlined by Keynes, is particularly important. In the world of noncommitment, the mind is focused on everything except on that whose advantages may only
be realised in the long term; it tends, particularly, to concentrate upon current facts, whose
importance may result not from the relevance of the facts themselves, but from the
importance that is believed to be attributed to them by others. In this way, completely
irrelevant events may break a convention. There are abundant examples in the financial
markets. There are also a great many examples in the domain of ends and obligations: media
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coverage of an example may be enough to cause crowds to change direction, just as the
publication of a notable case of tax evasion may provide “justification” for millions of others
to do the same (Gintis et al, 2005).
4.6. The liquidity trap

Conventional orders are by nature unstable and are constantly at risk of collapse. The
liquidity trap represents that collapse in Keynes – once trust is lost in conventions, agents
take refuge in the most liquid of assets. To put it in general terms, the liquidity trap
corresponds to the rupture of all commitments, whatever form those might take, to mass
divestment and panic.
In Bauman, the panic resulting from the loss of confidence takes two forms: The first is
the non-aggregation of individual suffering in common causes; the second, escape – seeking
refuge inside protected “bubbles.” Bauman’s two forms have in common the refusal to
“invest” in social relations or to enter into commitments and obligations of any kind.
The first kind of trap leads Bauman to the representation of liquid modernity as a society
devoid of means that enable it to act upon the systemic origin of individual suffering – a
blocked society.
Collective action, as the abundant theoretical and empirical research into the subject has
shown (Ostrom, 1990, Gintis et al., 2005), depends crucially upon prospects of indefinite
continuation of interactions, being therefore incompatible with the precarious relations
characteristic of liquid modernity. Bauman is particularly concerned with the impossibility of
collective action in the political sphere. However, there are other domains, including those
that most concern economists, in which this implication of liquidity is manifested.
In modern companies and organizations, cooperation has always been a prerequisite for
production as important as the division of labour, monitoring and coercion. Companies and
organizations have always claimed not only the bodies but also the souls of their employees.
But, while “solid” modernity trusted more in the control of the body than the soul, postpanoptic modernity requires both in equal proportion. This is clear in the development of
the “management sciences,” which are no longer simply a form of social engineering, but
have become a way of engineering minds, involving pathetic identification rituals such as
those that are now frequently staged by companies and other organizations.
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But, in conditions of liquid modernity, loyalty – friction on exit in Hirschman (1970) – is
more difficult to cultivate: concentrating on the art of escape, residents are more concerned
with the acquisition of skills and with the realisation of deeds that can facilitate their exit, or
which make the threat of exit more credible, than with the realisation of tasks that could
contribute to the continuation of the collective undertaking. In post-panoptic companies and
organizations, just as in the political sphere, liquidity may dissolve the grounds for collective
action.
Bauman’s second kind of trap is the panicky flight towards the walled refuge of the
home or “community,” a flight through emergency exits that is not disorderly, in the sense
that each person races to the door that seems to be chosen by those who are similar to
him/her, just to find him/herself on the other side amongst a group of likeminded souls,
united in their fear of the outside, but in all other respects as separate as before. As the
result, albeit unintentional, of this movement is segregation (Schelling, 1978), the fractured
society that results from this collective exit is even more dangerous than that which justified
the flight. Bauman illustrates this process with the case of closed condominiums and other
segregated residential areas in cities of liquid modernity. However, something similar may
occur with the fragmentation of public health and education services as a consequence of
the exit of the middle and upper classes.
It is difficult to conceive human cohabitation in a merely conventional order, since
contracts (the institutional instrument presented as the cement of liquid modernity) depend
much more than we suppose upon a cluster of institutionalised normative values and
obligations. As all contracts are incomplete, although to varying degrees, the viability of
contractual bonds always depends upon the non-contractual element that they necessarily
involve – the normative obligation to respect one’s promises. The grounds for normative
obligation, as is well known, may be prudence or honesty. The problem is that liquidity does
not appear to foster either of these virtues, as both prudence and honesty presuppose
stable and continuous relational contexts.
The effectiveness of the contract depends upon “something” more than its specification,
monitorization and the threat of sanctions. Arrow called that thing trust. The problem is that
trust, as Arrow reminds us, is an asset that money cannot buy: “if we have to buy it, you
already have some doubts about what you have bought " (Arrow, 1974. 23).
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5. Concluding notes
In the light of this analysis, liquid modernity (i.e. society devoid of normative references and
shared values, a merely conventional order) appears impossible, an unrealizable utopia – or
dystopia. The art of escape, when practised by everyone at the same time, destroys itself,
becoming a trap – generalised flight which hampers the establishment of any long-lasting
commitments or ties, including those that liquid modernity itself, based on contracts,
presupposes. But, to the extent that attempts to realise the utopia of liquidity can, and
manifestly do, exist, it is worth trying to predict some of the possible futures that might
result from it.
Bauman’s analysis, like Polanyi’s (1944), suggests that movement towards liquefaction (or
the realization of the market society) necessarily unleashes a counter-movement. That
counter-movement, however, is politically indeterminate – it may give rise to different
scenarios. Bauman indicates two possible scenarios, distinct but interrelated, and a
contrasting counter-scenario. The first, inspired by Erich Fromm, foresees that
[…] when “each individual must go ahead and try his luck,” when “he had to swim or sink” –
“the compulsive quest for certainty” takes off, the desperate search for “solutions” able to
“eliminate the awareness of doubt” begins – anything is welcome that promises to “assume
the responsibility for ‘certainty’.” (Bauman, 2000: 20)

To the extent that governments, “impotent to strike at the roots of the existential insecurity
and anxiety of their subjects” (Bauman, 2000: 109), may feel tempted to provide security
(although in the form of derivative products, oriented towards safeguarding the body and
property), the “compulsive quest for certainty” may degenerate into paroxysms of security.
Bauman’s second scenario, the flight to the community, leads to ghettoization.
Complemented by an emptying of the functions of sovereignty to the point that the State
loses its monopoly on coercion, this would lead to a transfer of State violence to the neotribal violence of communities.
Refusing to admit the possibility of any community reinsertion, Bauman rests his hopes
on a counter-scenario in which social order is constructed “by confrontation, debate,
negotiation and compromise between values, preferences and chosen ways of life and selfidentifications of many and different, but always self-determining, members of the polis”
(Bauman, 2000: 178). What he is proposing is the “republican model of unity,” the only one
he considers compatible with “the conditions of liquid modernity.”
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The problem is how to make this same modernity which led to the “corrosion and slow
disintegration of citizenship" (Bauman, 2000: 36) evolve in the direction of unity in
difference. We don’t know how, nor whether, it is possible. Like Bauman, we can only warn
and hope that the diagnosis, by unveiling the lost nexus between objective conditions and
subjective experiences, will help “disclosing the possibility of living together differently”
(Bauman, 2000: 215) and arouse the will to succeed.
Translated by Karen Bennett
Revised by Teresa Tavares
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“Imperialism of the Spirit”: Fictions of Totality and the Self in Austrian Modernism*
In Austrian Studies, the debate continues as to whether postcolonial theory is applicable to the
Hapsburg monarchy. This article seeks to contribute to this debate by analysing discursive
structures common to the continental empires rooted in medieval structures and to modern
colonial empires, as well as critically assessing some of their specificities. To this end, I analyse the
Utopia of an “Imperialism of the Spirit” present in the essays of two central Viennese modernists,
Hugo von Hofmannsthal and Robert Müller, demonstrating the discursive construction of a
particular kind of imperialism and nationalism based on culture and the arts. I further show,
focusing on Robert Müller’s and Robert Musil’s major novels, how imperialism functions as a
fulcrum of the complex relation of modernist literature with the paradigm of modernity. At the
same time, imperialism is also the object of critique and rewriting in the context of the resolution
of the many crises of modernity, especially that of the Subject.
Keywords: Austrian Modernism; Imperialism; Essayism; Robert Musil; Robert Müller

1. Postcolonial theory and the Austro-Hungarian Empire
Although a growing number of critics analyse the Austro-Hungarian Empire within the
theoretical framework of postcolonial studies, controversy continues to dog the issue of
whether analytical concepts developed in Anglo-Saxon thought and specifically for overseas
colonial empires are applicable in the Austrian context.
According to Edward Said, the concept of “imperialism” applies exclusively to empires
characterised by territorial discontinuity between mainland and colonies, which excludes
continental European empires, such as the Hapsburg, from the framework of postcolonial
studies (Said, 1994: xxv). However, the contradictions of Said’s concept of imperialism have
been sufficiently highlighted, notably in what concerns his recognition of imperial power
relations within Europe itself, as is the case of England and Wales, Ireland and Scotland
(Müller-Funk, 2001: 4).
Indeed, a comparison of the model of continental empires rooted in medieval structures
with the model of overseas colonial empires, characteristic of modernity, reveals common
basic features that justify an approach to the Hapsburg Empire within the framework of

*
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postcolonial concepts, notwithstanding their respective particularities.1 The advantage of
these concepts is mainly that they allow us to unveil the power relations that shaped the
coexistence of the peoples of the monarchy, which was often idealised as a harmonic
multinational conviviality. Yet, these power relations built hierarchies among these peoples
by means of diverse dependencies, and thus determined both their own multiple identities
(as representations of Self and Other) and the identities of Austria itself, as a result of
multiple contexts and perspectives. Topoi such as the “Hapsburg myth” or “multiculturality”
cannot conceal, for instance, the establishment of centres and peripheries, or the
discursively constructed dualism between savage and exotic peoples, in need of civilization,
and the civilising mission of a “superior” minority. These are some of the typical mechanisms
of imperialist discourse which emerged in Austrian nationalist rhetoric.
Nonetheless, as far as the Hapsburg Empire is concerned, the following specific issues
need more in-depth analysis: 1) the matter of imperialist competition among the major
European powers; 2) the fusing of imperialist discourse with nationalist discourse within a
multinational empire; 3) the reinforced weight of the symbolic, of culture and of the past in
the discourse of imperialist legitimation, as compensation for the lack of real political and
economic power.
According to Fredric Jameson, competition among the major powers constituted the
overriding feature of early twentieth-century imperialism in Europe. That is to say, both for
the ordinary European citizen and for European writers, the “Other” was not first and
foremost the colonised, but rather another European power (Jameson, 1990: 46). The
efforts expended by each of these countries to affirm hegemony in nationalist and
imperialist terms thus presupposed the discursive construction of a position of superiority in
relation to the closest competing power. This construction as a rule resorted to material
arguments such as the size of the respective empire and the economic, political and military
weight of its colonies. However, when these arguments did not apply, as was the case of
Austria, the longed-for hegemonic position in the European continent had to be justified in a

1

This is what Müller-Funk (2001), for example, proposes. Despite underscoring the differences between an
empire such as the Austrian as a “continental power,” and the Saidean empires as “maritime powers,” in
accordance with the contradistinction established by Carl Schmitt, he does not reject the applicability of
postcolonial theory to Austria, but rather argues that it should be used in the critical evaluation of the
specificities of each.
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totally different way, which involved a withdrawal from the real, and especially from real
politics.
For this reason, in early twentieth-century Austrian nationalist rhetoric, the criterion of
the dimension of the colonial empire was replaced by a symbolic and ethical discourse,
whereby Austria’s superiority over the remainder of the European powers rested on a
representation of the Hapsburg empire as multicultural, and thus as the embodiment of a
purportedly original unity of the European peoples. That is to say, the topos of
multiculturality was converted into the core and model of a European identity defined as
classical, Christian, humanist, and therefore universal. This topos also sustained the symbolic
identification of Austria (“a world in miniature”) with the world, and of Austrians with
humanity, presented as being inherently diverse, but in fact reduced to Europe and to
Europeans.
Moreover, the presentation of Austria as a synonym for the “Old Continent” rested on
identifying the House of Hapsburg with the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, an
empire which, under Charles V, had achieved world dimension and which could thus also
represent the logic of imperialist expansionism as part of the European identity. With this
type of symbolic and ethical codification of its own identity vis-à-vis a European Other, and
by resorting to regressive values such as heritage, authenticity and longevity, and to abstract
concepts such as the spirit and universality, Austria charted itself discursively at the centre of
Europe as the centre of the West and of the world, and built for itself an ethical and cultural
legitimation as the most important of the major powers, thus dispensing with the arguments
of the colonial empires grounded in political and economic power. In Austrian imperialist
discourse, material power was replaced by a heavily symbolic rhetoric, which aimed to
bestow on the Hapsburg Empire a transcendental and metaphysical aura and to present its
unity as an indisputable dogma.
Additionally, this multiculturality was endowed with nationalist overtones: the foundation
of Austria’s identification with Europe continued to be the Hapsburg crown as the centre of
the centre of the centre, and this was presented as the epitome of the Germanic people or
the German essence. The peoples of the monarchy were charted around the Imperial House
in concentric circles intersecting each other in a complex manner. Austria’s national identity
was thus linked, not directly to the nation as a cultural or spiritual community, but rather to
the State, personified and mythified by means of diverse symbolic processes which included
157
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the cult of the patriarchal figure of the emperor. The hegemonic affirmation of the German
minority explains the discursive construction of the monarchy’s national plurality as the
enrichment of a common history and memory, which, however, becomes fused with and is
symbolically represented by a Germanic emperor. In this narrative, submission to the
Hapsburgs becomes the telos of the history of each of the monarchy’s peoples, contributing
to the legitimation of an Austrian nationalism which superimposed itself on the nationalisms
of the many nations gathered under the empire, so as to guarantee its unity and cohesion.
Thus, in the Hapsburg State, the narrative of imperialism forms part of, extends and
consolidates the narrative of the nation as an “imagined community” (Anderson), much like
that which occurred in the modern overseas colonial powers, according to Said. However, in
the case of Austria, this happened indirectly, by means of an intricate artifice which, based
on the paradoxical instrument of the discourse of multiculturality, and where the State was
concerned, allowed nationalism, as a centrifugal and fracturing dynamic, to be converted
into a centripetal and centralising force.
These discursive lines appeared not simply in early twentieth-century political and press
discourse but also in the essayistic work of the epoch’s relevant writers such as, for instance,
Hugo von Hofmannsthal and Robert Müller. Both created the utopia of an “Imperialism of
the Spirit” which served the patriotic goal of positioning Austria at the forefront of the major
powers, resorting to argumentation in the cultural or spiritual domain. These writers’
imperialistic and patriotic utopias also appear, however, to respond to individual
motivations: they probably constitute a possible solution for the profound crisis of the
aesthetic subject in modernism.

2. The “Imperialism of the Spirit” as a utopia of the nation, the world and the self
It would be an exercise in superfluity to reproduce here Hermann Bahr’s theses on the crisis
of the Subject in modernity, subsumed in the title of one of the programmatic essays by this
major force behind Viennese modernism: “The Irretrievably Lost Self.” In brief, it should
suffice to recall that this Self is perceived as empty, fractured, lacking a centre capable of
organising or integrating it, very much as reality itself: a world without meaning, plunged in
dissociation, in which “the centre cannot hold” (Yeats). Since, according to Nietzsche, reality
is nothing but an aesthetic fiction, thus presupposing the existence of a Subject which
creates, the modernist Self adopts, as a precarious solution for its desperate state, the
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condition of absolute creator that invents itself and the world. The construction of individual
identity therefore implies the concomitant construction of a totality, from which the Self, as
a singular entity, is dissociated but with which that same Self can identify in order to
overcome its alienation in modernity. Both constructs display aesthetic features.
From this standpoint, the “Imperialism of the Spirit” demands another reading in addition
to the ideological nationalist reading: we have here a new narrative of the world as a whole
– like most imperialist narratives – whose centre is occupied by the aesthetic Subject and
which, originating in that same Subject, seeks to redeem it. 2 This is the meaning of the
utopia of an imperial Self present in Hofmannsthal’s and Müller’s essays, and particularly in
Robert Müller’s Tropen. Der Mythos der Reise. Urkunden eines deutschen Ingenieurs
[Tropics/Tropes. The Myth of the Journey. Testimony of a German Engineer] (1915) and
Robert Musil’s Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften [The Man without Qualities] (1930). In these
masterworks of Austrian modernism, the construction of the Subject coincides with an
alternative narrative of reality as a whole, in keeping with the project of the “Imperialism of
the Spirit”: both are structured according to an imperialist model which uses the essay form
as an epistemological and aesthetic solution for the textual creation of new fictions of
totality. According to Theodor W. Adorno (1958), the “Essay as Form” is able to construct a
heterogeneous totality which preserves the particular, or “non-identical,” and which, like
every singular identity, is conceived of as non-substantial, relational and negotiated. It is this
type of totality and Subject which Müller and Musil seek to construct in their novels.
To be able to analyse these works within the framework of the “Imperialism of the Spirit,”
however, it is necessary to take into account a number of other features which demonstrate
how imperialism determines the structure of novelistic construction in modernism, and
especially the fact that this political and epistemological paradigm is to be found at the
centre of the encounter between literary modernism and Enlightenment-rooted modernity,

2

This is what Irene Ramalho Santos (2003) finds in Fernando Pessoa, who likewise proclaims an “imperialism of
poets.” Here, too, is a nationalist utopia which, on the one hand, seeks to assist the Portuguese empire in
recovering its position as a world power, in this case based on a cultural legitimacy that can dispense with the
overseas colonies and which, on the other hand, represents an attempt to redeem the modernist subject in
crisis. The Pessoan line “The nothing which is all” admirably expresses this crisis of the subject and suggests a
paradoxical solution which coincides with the subjective creation of an aesthetic and poetic totality. According
to Ramalho Santos, Pessoa takes up anew the Romantic conception of poetry as an “imperial faculty” (Shelley),
seeking to play the Romantic role of the poet as “unacknowledged legislator,” i.e. the role of creator of the
world, including the political, as an aesthetic reality. António Sousa Ribeiro in turn relates these theses on
Pessoa with Hofmannsthal and Müller (Ribeiro, 2007). On the same subject, see also Martins, 2007.
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strongly influencing the search for new solutions for the different crises of the modern
paradigm, including the crisis of the literary text itself.
From the point of view of understanding aesthetic modernism as a self-critique of
modernity – a paradigm which finds in imperialism a fundamental component of its logic of
progress, of (never-ending) expansion and of homogenising universalism – I find it
particularly relevant to assess the differences between the modern overseas colonial
empires and the continental empires rooted in medieval structures. From the socio-political
and epistemological point of view, within the frame of the paradigm of modernity,
imperialism constitutes a model of totality, or, at least, the model for a process of creating
totality, which is to replace the medieval transcendental unity of the whole. The dynamic of
imperialism, similarly to that of knowledge in the rationalist paradigm, is a dynamic of
discovery and of appropriation of the object by the cognitive Subject (or of the alien Other
by the national Self), which causes the integration of the object into the Subject’s
homogenous and normative structure, leading to the expansion of the latter as absolute.
This logic presupposes constant demarcation between Subject and object, as well as the
successive displacement of the frontier between the two, thus pointing to a fundamental
aporia in imperialism: the ambition of universalism will never be attained, since total
absorption of the object, or the Other, would mean the self-destruction of the Subject.
Fredric Jameson and Edward Said argue, in the context of overseas colonial empires, that
there is a close link between the literature of modernism and the imperialist structuring of
the world. This structuring has important consequences for the formal configuration of the
text – for instance, its continuity/discontinuity – and for categories such as space and time.
Taking this view, we must ask ourselves whether there may be a similar link present in the
aesthetic options made by modernist writers from a different imperial context, in many
respects a pre-modern context that does not have the geographical discontinuity of
maritime empires and that is not so strongly shaped by the above logic of progress and
expansion, but rather basing its own legitimacy on the past and on history and displaying a
regressive pride vis-à-vis a neo-feudal monarchy.

3. Hugo von Hofmannsthal
In his essay “Wir Österreicher und Deutschland” [We Austrians and Germany] (1915), Hugo
von Hofmannsthal seeks to define Austrian identity in the context of the onset of World War
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I. His aim is primarily to affirm Austria’s position as a multinational State in the imperialist
competition prevailing among the European powers, as well as with respect to Germany. His
avowed aim explains his preference for a discourse revolving around a German “spirit” and
not a German “nation”:
Austria is the special mission attributed to the German spirit in Europe. It is the territory
designated by destiny for a purely spiritual imperialism. Because it does not need the
interference of German political power, but rather the constant influence of the German spirit.
Austria must be recognised and re-recognised as the German mission in Europe.
(Hofmannsthal, 1964: 230; emphasis in original)

The “German spirit” seems to be a mental characteristic of the Germans, located beyond
language, which finds in Austria its exemplary embodiment and its main agent within the
framework of a mode of imperialism inherent to it. Elected for an imperial mission, Austria
carries it out by means of a cultural mediation which is indispensable to the unity of Europe,
notably as a bridge linking West and North, on the one hand, with South and East, on the
other: “To the East and to the South, Austria is a country which gives; to the West and to the
North, it is a country which receives” (Hofmannsthal, 1964: 230-1).
Through this task of spiritual mediation, Austria is charted at the centre of the world and
functions as the lever of the whole. From the temporal point of view, it possesses a similar
centrality and also plays a unifying role: according to Hofmannsthal, his country embodies
the Germans’ history and memory in a more authentic and original way than Germany,
melting together the past and the promise of the future, presented by the writer within the
parameters of imperialist discourse: Austria is an “America,” the stereotype of a new
continent which must be conquered, occupied and explored; in turn, the “German spirit”
contains the characteristics of the European conquistadors and colonisers of the New World.
The territories and peoples to be colonised spiritually, especially the Slavs, must, in
Hofmannsthal’s words, be grateful to the colonisers, for it is to the latter that they owe their
existence and the sense of that existence, a history, or, in the words of the text, the “essence
of life” (Hofmannsthal, 1964: 230).
This “spiritual” discourse appears as a euphemism for the topos of the civilising mission,
within the framework of a mental paradigm having political imperialism, of a militaristic cast,
as its model. In his essay “Worte zum Gedächtnis des Prinzen Eugen” [In Memoriam Prince
Eugene] (1914), the description of Prince Eugene as “conquistador and ruler of the future”
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(Hofmannsthal, 1964: 193) rests on an imperialist narrative which, although continental,
contains the topoi of colonialist and discovery discourse, including notably the topos of the
civilising coloniser who makes virgin land bear fruit and to whom the territories conquered,
previously savage and lacking a history, after all owe their very existence (Hofmannsthal,
1964: 211-2).
Thus, the Austrian national poet’s “Imperialism of the Spirit” is not too distant from the
discourse of political and military imperialism. Hofmannsthal’s construction of a national
history centred on its imperial character and mission seeks to uphold the idea that Austria’s
legitimacy as an empire is deeper than that of the other European powers, to the extent that
it dispenses with overseas colonies – an idea which can only be understood in the context of
the imperialist competition which culminated in World War I. At the same time, within the
context of constructing a national identity that, ultimately, is not really multiple, the
discourse of Austrian multiculturality is not able to camouflage the defence of German
cultural homogenisation and superiority: Austria’s multicultural army, the aesthetic oeuvre
of the great imperialist Eugene, was the actual pillar of “Germanic” dominion over the Slav
peoples, and its foundation was made possible by the “great feat towards the East” (the
destruction of the Ottoman empire) (Hofmannsthal, 1964: 229).
When Hofmannsthal describes the tangible manifestations of the Austrian spirit, namely
the arts, a unifying conception of multiculturality is equally present. In his essay “Österreich
im Spiegel seiner Dichtung” [Austria in the Mirror of her Poetry] (1915), Austrian music
appears as an imperial conqueror of the world, embodying “German beingness,” although it
blends together the spiritual contribution of the monarchy’s non-German peoples
(Hofmannsthal, 1964: 333). According to the author, the “most profound Germanness” is a
type of homogenous and unified medium which absorbs the non-German elements and
bestows meaning on them. Austria thus becomes a synonym for synthesis and integration, a
poetic idea of totality, valid not simply for the Hapsburg empire, but also for a Europe
viewed as a German synthesis:
Whoever says “Austria” says actually a centuries-long struggle for Europe, a centuries-long
mission throughout Europe, a centuries-long belief in Europe. For us, who dwell on the soil of
two Roman Empires, Germans and Slavs and Latins, chosen to be the bearers of a common
destiny and legacy, for us Europe is truly the essential colour of the planet, for us Europe is the
colour of the stars, when these begin to shine anew over us, out of the cloudless sky.
(Hofmannsthal, 1964: 383)
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In his notes for a speech titled “Die Idee Europa” [The Idea of Europe] (1916), the Old
Continent appears as a synonym for the Earth and for humanity, in accordance with the
premise of Western colonialism which denies the rest of the world its human condition. His
premise is sustained by arguments turned towards the past: Austria’s hegemonic demands
are legitimised by a purported symbolic concentration of Western thought, of Humanism
and Christianity, in the Hapsburg empire, as well as by the fact that the latter was the direct
descendant of the Roman Empire and of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. For
Hofmannsthal, superiority among the powers does not stem from possessing colonial
territories, rather it rests on the exponent of universality which can identify an individual
nation with the totality. This universality can, obviously, only be found in Austria. In the
Austrian poet’s argumentation there is no lack of expansionist motifs, since, in his own
words, Europe, “the fundamental colour of the planet,” must expand within the context of a
spiritual mission akin to the civilising mission of colonialist discourse and with which poets
are tasked (Hofmannsthal, 1964: 381-2).
Essentially, the idea of totality also explains the reference to the Romantic concept of the
nation in “The Idea of Europe.” In this essay, Hofmannsthal cites Novalis’s definition of
Germanness, according to whom it corresponds to a “blending of cosmopolitanism and the
strongest individuality.” Novalis further states that “no nation can attain our measure of
energetic universality” (Hofmannsthal, 1964: 371). “Germanness” means individuality and
universality at one and the same time, or rather the possibility of being selfsame and, at the
same time, identical to the whole. This corresponds exactly to the yearning of the modernist
subject: overcoming alienation through an identity allowing for uniqueness and for
identification with everything else.
In this sense, Hofmannsthal’s apparently cosmopolitan utopia is, after all, strongly
nationalistic.3 And it could not be otherwise, since the writer’s goal is to find an idea of
totality and an idea of centre (the nation, and the Self within it) which will organize and
integrate that totality, in a modernity characterised by fragmentation and dissociation. This
is why Hofmannsthal resorts to imperialism as a model of the whole, displacing it towards
the domain of the spirit, poets and poetry. Despite being empty and “irrevocably lost,” the
3

On this point, I take up António Sousa Ribeiro’s conclusions regarding Hofmannsthal and Fernando Pessoa:
“Universalism is inseparable from the symbolic reconstruction of identity in a way that is distinctly national; the
intended cosmopolitanism in this way reveals itself as intensely nationalistic in character” (Ribeiro, 2007: 565).
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aesthetic modernist Self thus appears as the constructor and as the centre of that imperial
whole, finding the unity and identity so desperately sought in the symbolic personification of
a nation which itself represents unity within diversity, and which can only be defined as
empire.

4. Robert Müller
Just like Hofmannsthal, Robert Müller conceives of a markedly nationalist identity for Austria
within the context of an imperialism that, given the actual political weakness of the Austrian
monarchy, bases its legitimacy on a spiritual mission. In his essay “Macht. Psychopolitische
Grundlagen des gegenwärtigen atlantischen Krieges” [Power. Psycho-political Fundaments
of the Present Atlantic War], published in 1915, this nationalist project took on the title
“Imperialism of the Spirit.” However, the same concept had appeared for the first time the
previous year, in the essay “Was erwartet Österreich von seinem jungen Thronfolger?”
[What Can Austria Expect from her Young Successor to the Throne?]. Published shortly after
the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo, the essay addresses the question
of the unity and preservation of the Hapsburg Empire, taking as its point of departure the
construction of a multicultural identity for Austria. To this end, Robert Müller adapts the
Romantic concept of “Kulturnation” to his contradictory nationalist concept of a
multinational State. Language remains the core of the definition of national community, but
it is now given the status of a secondary system: a kind of unified symbolic and cultural code
formed from the gathering of all the peoples of the monarchy and from melting their
respective languages together. According to the writer, these ingredients will furnish the
basis for a society and a State at once cosmopolitan and national (Müller, 1995: 36, 38-9).
In what Müller is concerned, the Austro-Hungarian State’s capacity for holding a
simultaneously individual and multiple identity is important, for different reasons: (1) in view
of his deep Austrian patriotism, the writer has to invent an alternative concept of nation as
unity in diversity; only thus can he sustain his defence of the preservation of the Hapsburg
empire as a multinational State and retain the national principle as the raison-d’etre of the
State, although, in another text, he expressly rejects the “political stigmatism” of
nineteenth-century “national impressionism” (Müller, 1995: 36, 31); (2) affirming the
hegemonic claims of a continental empire in decline, in the context of imperialist
competition among the European colonial powers, depends on a new concept of Europe,
164
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this, too, conceived of in the image of Austria as unity in diversity. Müller operates with a
circular logic which moves between Austria and Europe as mirrors of each other: after
reinventing Europe in this manner, he is in a position to present his country as a model of
the Old Continent, not simply because of its national polychromy, but also because the
Hapsburg empire shows that historically it possesses the characteristics which can guarantee
the unity and organisation crucial to a supra-State. In Müller’s view, this fact is documented
by the coincidence of Austria with the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, which
achieved world expansion under the Hapsburg ruler Charles V. Müller thus situates his
country geographically at the centre of Europe and chronologically at the source of this same
continent, ascribing to it the values of universality, age and authenticity which legitimise
hegemonic claims from the cultural point of view. The Austrian empire is identical to itself
and identical to the whole, i.e. it is the imperialist nation par excellence:
At this time, only the idea of European culture and of the European State can be a forwarddriving force again, an idea which cannot fail to see in Austria a prior model, resting on the
idea of race, inspired by unity, and polychromatic in national terms. Austria can be a powerful
point of crystallisation for the whole of Europe, out of whose Romanic, Teutonic and Slav
elements it has built a whole. (Müller, 1995: 36; emphasis in original)

The cosmopolitanism of this theory of a national and European melting pot is merely
superficial. In the unitary construct which is Austria, there is a hierarchy made up of the
“language and culture of the conquistadors” which incorporates the others. The latter are
expressly described as “national pawns sacrificed” to the winners of “the chess game of
culture” (Müller, 1995: 36). Ultimately, there is but one language and one culture, not simply
in the “Eastern Empire” [“Ost-Reich”] which is Austria, but in all of Europe, and this language
and culture is German (Müller, 1995: 38).
Although it revolves exclusively around culture, this conception of Austria and of the
world does not conceal its political character. The process of “incorporating” the Other,
which will turn into a “national nuance” (or subjugated nation) of a “dominant” culture, is
nothing but a cultural mask for the imperial territorial annexations carried out by the
Hapsburgs in the East and which, for Müller, should be extended. Furthermore, Müller’s
discourse displays typical traits of imperialist discourse, for he affords exclusive recognition
to Western culture (he denies the rest of the world, especially the East, the capacity of
constituting a culture and a language, unless the West confers meaning on them), presenting
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it as homogenous under Germanic hegemony: when the writer describes the polychromy of
Austria as a model of Europe, this polychromy should in turn be understood as a set of
shades of a fundamental colour in the process of expansion (akin to Hofmannsthal’s,
although with obvious racial connotations in Müller) – the colour or the dogmatic and
mythical idea of the Germanic:
And what does Germanising mean? Germanising means bestowing an Ideal; Germanising
means bestowing the defined and precise Idea of a given world order! The Germanic is Idea.
The Germanic is an act of decision and of creation.
What is Germanic? Our ethics, our will, our philosophy, our politics. (Müller, 1995: 28;
emphasis in original)

In Müller’s essay, the Germanic performs a similar function to that of Hofmannsthal’s
“German spirit,” although the former has a tangible symbolic representation: the “Prince,”
the heir to the throne, is presented as the present personification of the poetic archetype of
the Germanic as the noblest race and the true meaning of humanity (Müller, 1995: 8-9). The
championing of the Prince does not merely carry with it political motives. It stems above all
from the author’s seeking a role for artists in Austria’s future. Writers and intellectuals will
have no role in such a future unless this is played out in the realm of the spirit. The
aestheticisation of the Prince as a symbol of the nation is part of the poetic process which
bestows on Austria, on Europe and the world a spiritual order, and on poets a social function
as agents of that same process. Poets are thus the true heirs to the throne of the empire of
the spirit. When Müller rewrites the narrative of the world in the likeness of Austria and
reinvents the latter as a spiritual and cultural territory, he is also inventing a new identity for
himself as a creative Subject – an imperial Self who takes his place at the centre of the
centre of the universe as a source and likeness of the whole. Like Austria, which gives him his
indispensable symbolic national substance, this Self also possesses an identity at one and the
same time singular and multiple, being identical to itself and to the totality. This is why
Müller announces:
There is urgency in coming to a decision on the concept of the world in the most immediate
future; may it find the right man and the competent generation. […] Herein resides an ethical
mission for the coming generation. The discovery of imperialist Man is imminent! Let us etch
the Austrian cultural character, besides the language itself, into art, thought, action! Let us be
this character! When that is done, we will also find the politicians who, trusting in our power
throughout the State, will point out to these reflections present in our souls, in a practical way,
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the path to Eastern cultures: Onwards to the Mediterranean! (Müller, 1995: 47; emphasis in
original)

Robert Müller’s words leave no room for doubt: Austria’s future can only be understood
in an imperial context and it depends on a new conception of the world. This differs from the
existing one because art and culture in general are front-lined and because the hierarchy of
power is determined by a kind of aestheticised ethics. Within this framework, it is up to
poets and artists as “imperialist men” to perform the main role in the future ethics of
imperialism as a spiritual mission. However, Müller’s words do not conceal that this
imperialism is not limited to the spirit: it must have a tangible foundation in real politics
through the expansion of Austrian dominion to the East and to the Mediterranean.
In his essay “Power. Psycho-political Fundaments of the Present Atlantic War,” the real
context of the war leads to slight alterations in the Müllerian project of the imperialism of
the spirit. The need for a united front with the German ally explains why the author no
longer stakes a claim for a specific role for Austria, preferring to construct a common
identity for the two German-speaking States. In more markedly ideological terms, Müller
seeks to legitimise the war and German hegemonic ambitions from an ethical point of view.
According to him, imperialism is an innate feature of the German, whose nature includes the
simultaneous process of self-creation and world creation, starting from the soaring fantasy
personified by Münchhausen and Faust (Müller, 1995: 93). In this sense, the German empire
is but the external form and the equally natural expression of that innate character, a kind of
trope or metaphor for the Self which finds its mirror image in it:
A similar symbol for Germans is the German empire, and its political imperialism a symbol of
the growing sentiment of the power of the individual. […] Because Germany, too, has the
shape of the German. […] German imperialism is not an imperialism of empire; on the
contrary, it is an imperialism of the individual. (Müller, 1995: 93)

And just as the German empire is created by the Subject in its own image, the world as a
whole is also constructed as a reflection of the individual at the end of a spiritual line of
mirrors, which progressively becomes universal:
The world as totality, including the Self, is the monstrous shape of an ultimate and extreme
formal decision. This primordial consciousness can also be found in the German who lacks any
type of metaphysical training, in his melancholy, in his inner music, whose exterior
manifestation represents merely a repetition of it, like a reflection mirrored in mirrors. Clearly,
such a consciousness stretches out symbolically into the infinite, the reflections continue to
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quiver in ever-decreasing circles within the larger circle, the world. […] The German is a
conqueror by virtue of his spirit! (Müller, 1995: 107; emphasis in original).

Imperialism of the spirit thus means a new narrative of the world as a whole,
corresponding to the essence of the German. Müller projects this narrative onto a utopian
future and, inspired by the fantastic element of the German character, calls it “Atlantis”:
“We want to link all things German with a great bridge, and this great bridge I call Atlantis,
not a very geographical concept, but a very wise one” (Müller, 1995: 134).
The “super-real” bridge, which is to create a “continent over the continents” (Müller,
1995: 134-5), legitimises, in the rhetoric of the spirit, German imperialist ambitions under
dispute in the war. The designation “Atlantis” concerns the longed-for victory over the
Atlantic, which would place the Central European powers more precisely at the geographical
centre of an imperialist and colonialist world revolving around that ocean. This “continent of
the German spirit” is not, after all, as spiritual as Müller sets out to demonstrate: it even has
a territorial definition that is described in detail, “from Kiel to Katanga, from the Vosges to
the Caucasus” (Müller, 1995: 136), so much so that the author feels compelled to preempt
the critique of those who, faced with the Atlantis project, might accuse the Germans of
embodying an aggressive imperialism:
Ah, so that means that we, the Germans, want something to become German? We want to
conquer brutally, we want no more, no less than to Germanise an entire continent, we want,
hear this, to bridge entire countries under our domination! Where does this leave the
imperialism of the spirit which we championed? […] Imperialism of the spirit means for the
German that, first and foremost, he becomes a conqueror through the spirit and not through
vindictiveness, export reasons, or boredom; secondly, that he merely guides the spirit of alien,
non-developed peoples, in such a way that they develop towards the exercise of more
elevated spiritual functions, akin to those of the German spirit. (Müller, 1995: 134-5; emphasis
in original)

The “Imperialism of the Spirit” does indeed lay bare the discourse not just of a cultural
imperialism, but also of a political one, using topoi similar to those of the discourse of the
maritime empires, according to Said’s definition. The topos of the civilising mission of a
superior nation, contained in the excerpt above, occupies a central position in both Müller’s
and Hofmannsthal’s argumentation, and evolves on a parallel course with the topoi of
conquest and territorial occupation, of the fertilisation of wildernesses and of the patriarchal
leading of inferior peoples. Spiritual imperialism proceeds hand in hand with political
imperialism and endows it with a kind of legitimation (Müller, 1995: 137).
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This alliance of the two types of imperialism, in which artists are themselves introduced
as colonisers, is motivated by the need of finding a mission for intellectuals and writers in
the modern colonial enterprise, without losing the singularity of the aesthetic subject. The
“irrevocably lost” modernist Self thus constructs, not simply a bridge to totality, but totality
itself. The “Imperialism of the spirit” proves to correspond to Müller’s and Hofmannsthal’s
attempt, as thinkers and writers, to invent for themselves a social identity and role, resorting
to the nation as symbolic substance and to the nationalist mission of imperial affirmation.
This narrative of the world in concentric circles around the Self, built by the reciprocal
mirroring of the subject, the nation and the world, represents a precarious solution for
redeeming the Subject, who thus does not withdraw from the world, but rather absorbs and
incorporates it.

5. Imperialism and fictions of totality in the essayistic novel of Modernism. Some notes on
Müller and Musil
5.1. Robert Müller, Tropics/Tropes

Tropics/Tropes, Robert Müller’s masterpiece, stages the voyage of three treasure hunters to
Amazonia in a fictional essay that thematises colonial imperialism through the era’s topoi,
notably those hingeing on the encounter of Western civilisation with the savage Indians.
These topoi are, however, partially inverted, suggesting the inferiority of the colonisers vis-àvis the colonised, which results in a critique of the exploitation and violence of colonialism.
The novel thus foregrounds the search for an alternative paradigm, not just to imperialism
but to modernity in general. The premise of this search is manifest in the title of the novel
itself, under the disguise provided by the scenario of this tropical adventure:
I would have called it “The Tropics/Tropes” […] because everything that is, is always and solely
a poetic method, a tropos, and because this strange flora calls to me, bursts forth as a
vegetation of pure matter, storeys-high, in elephantiasis, it grows under my feet and changes
my point of view, and because its sap is, however, always my own circulating blood and never
alien. (Müller, 1993: 303)

In the light of Nietzsche, whose influence in Tropics/Tropes is explicit, the above lines
would mean that reality is an aesthetic invention brought about by the creating Subject and
is nothing but a fiction. Furthermore, reality is synonymous with the “I” which is mirrored
onto everything, in the form of metaphor or trope, for the Other does not exist and the
voyage is nothing but a myth (the novel’s subtitle states this expressly). For this reason, the
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narrator can also proclaim the thesis “The Tropics/Tropes is I” (Müller, 1993: 402), i.e. the
aesthetic narrative of the world represents simultaneously the construction of the Subject,
which is also made by aesthetic means, metaphors and symbols.
Taken thus, the theme of the novel is, in fact, the construction of a New Man or of a New
Self in the realm of the aesthetic. The voyage to the tropics (the primordial act of
imperialism) is designed to displace the crisis of the modernist subject to the frontier which
separates the Self from the non-Self, or, in Adorno’s terminology, the non-identical from the
identical. In this way, dissonance is emancipated, and the paradoxical dialectic that serves as
a basis for essayism to create a heterogeneous totality is established (Martins, 2007).
Furthermore, the dualism between the Self and the non-Self, or the Subject and the
(alien) Other, lies at the heart of imperialism. As is the case with the imperial paradigm, the
cognitive Subject of the rationalist paradigm has a structure of infinite expansion, in which
the object (the Other) is constantly absorbed, exploited and redefined. Unceasingly, the Self
pushes back the frontier separating it from the non-Self with the aporetic goal of annulling
the Other by incorporating it.
Tropics/Tropes unfolds at the crossroads of both logics. The novel is an essay on the Self,
which, like the text, unfolds in a network of paradoxical and symbolic relations. This
labyrinthine network guarantees both the identity of the Self with regard to itself (i.e. nonidentification with the whole) and identity with every new element, progressively absorbed
by the potentially universal structure of the Subject. According to Müller, the new Self
should constitute a synthesis of every human capacity and of every epistemological principle
which distinguish the different cultures. The narrative staging of the encounter with the
Other in Tropics/Tropes should be understood in this context. Since the voyage is denounced
as a myth, the Other cannot be other than a mask with which the Self in search of itself
covers its face. Thus, the Subject tries on, in successive mirrors, its infinite identities,
interconnecting them with one another. This is why the Indians, especially the women,
notably Zana as a symbol of the feminine and of sexual drives, personify characteristics that
have to be psychologically and epistemologically absorbed by the synthetic construction
which is the totalising New Man. The characters who, in turn, represent diverse features of
western Man, should equally be understood as experiments (“essays”) in the process of
distilling the New Self.
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The redemption of the Self thus occurs in Tropics/Tropes by means of a process of
expansion which reproduces the logic of imperialism, turning an empty and null Subject into
the totality of the real. Like imperialist politics, this New Man’s goal is to become universal,
to complete and swallow up the Whitmanian rondure of the world. The American Slim,
global mestizo, is the character who evinces this fact.4 The dualism between Self and Other
is thus reformulated, since the Other is given a new cartographic position: within the circle
of the Self, which has the dimension of the world. Müller’s critique of imperialism does not
imply a rejection of this paradigm; he simply modifies it in order to give the Subject a central
position in a new, heterogeneous map of the world.
However, the New Self is not yet Slim, the universal mestizo. Despite being American, he
basically appears to lack a national identity, displaying primarily a Germanophile bent which
leads him to develop the Austrian project of an imperialism (not only) of the spirit (Müller,
1993: 13-4). The New Man elected by the author is the German engineer, who is born
allegorically from the womb of the primordial woman at the end of the novel. This engineer
is the only one of the characters who survives after a series of acts of violence described as
successive reflections in mirrors. It is as if he had absorbed Slim, the global man, and the
Indians, later to return to himself as a universal Subject who contains everything in the
shape of a trope, and is himself a trope for an aesthetic reality:
Whatever Man discovers, he discovers it in himself, and when he emigrates south, he notices
with surprise and coldly, that he, the Nordic, is far more of the South in his instincts than the
more meridional race, and he learns to understand that Man, in and of himself, represents a
northification and that, in truth, he carries the tropics in himself. He is nature’s vehicle, in
whom the latter preserves the tropics in the process of moving towards extinction. The tropics
are the basis of the organism and strength of this Man, who is constructed in accordance with
the principle of the tropics; everything is repeated in him on a small scale – it could be said
that he himself, Man, is a trope in his relation to the tropics. (Müller, 1993: 402)

The new Müllerian subject should be understood, within the framework of the
“Imperialism of the Spirit,” as a new aesthetic narrative of totality, in which the Self and its
national identity are at the centre of a process of expansion which develops in mirrors and
successive reflections. In the essays analysed above, the aim of the “Imperialism of the
4

The same idea appears in “Manhattan” (1923), a series of short texts of essayistic fiction, in which Müller tries
out different syntheses aiming at a totalising construction of the world and of the Self. Just like the genre
boundaries between the narrative and the essay, so geographical, cultural, racial and even gender boundaries
are annulled in “Manhattan,” where differences are fused in unified, hybrid and hermaphrodite visions of
totality (Müller, 1992).

171

RCCS Annual Review, 1, September 2009

Fictions of Totality and the Self in Austrian Modernism

Spirit” was to rescue the aesthetic Self, therefore apostrophising poets as the creators of the
new aesthetic totality in close connection with the poetic values of the nation. In the novel,
the new imperialist Self is also a poet, and Tropics/Tropes is at heart the proclamation of a
very precise subject – Müller himself. When at last the German engineer himself encounters
“the most ridiculous death,” “[t]hen the poet intervenes, then the poet’s hour chimes, the
tragicomedy is right there before him” (Müller, 1993: 402).

5.2. Robert Musil, The Man without Qualities

Robert Musil’s novel The Man without Qualities is based on the same premise as
Tropics/Tropes: the immateriality of the real and of the subject as narrative constructions or
fictions. This is why Ulrich, the man without qualities, says the following about a world
without qualities: “This world is only one among countless possible experiments” (Musil,
2000: 1648-9). Just as the Müllerian novel, this is an essay on the Subject and the
reinvention of the world. Both unfold against the background of imperialism as a basic
element of the paradigm of modernity, as can be seen in the epigraph to Book One, which
foregrounds the Austrian empire’s search for a hegemonic identity and position in the era of
imperialism (Musil, 1999: 3).
This, too, is the real topic of the unending meetings to organize the Emperor’s jubilee, in
which the representatives of the discourses sustaining the imperial monarchy and society
take part. The so-called Parallel Action shows that Ulrich is speaking of a new construction of
the world system, not simply as a political cartography, but also as an epistemological
paradigm, when he refers to the possible experiments of a narrative of the real. Austria’s
irrationality, implicitly proclaimed in the title of chapter 43, is opposed to modern
rationality, represented by Arnheim, the cosmopolitan Prussian, at the meetings of Parallel
Action. Thus, there is a clash both between the Enlightenment paradigm and an irrational
paradigm, and between the colonial-oriented modern empire (Arnheim brings with him an
African servant) and a neo-feudal European empire, which, despite being plunged into a
deep crisis of legitimacy, will not go without its place in the sun. This empire’s ambitions rest
on a discourse of universality that brings to the fore the symbolic and the cultural, to the
detriment of real politics, and the past, to the detriment of the future and progress. For
example, according to Diotima, Austria’s claim “to be the whole world” should rest on the
arts and on the spirit, two recurrent stereotypes in the nationalist discourse of the time that
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play an important role in Hofmannsthal’s and Müller’s utopias of the “Imperialism of the
Spirit” (Musil, 1999: 174).
In the empty verbiage of the Parallel Action, the monarchy’s official discourse is
unmasked as nationalist and imperialist: it defends multiculturality for the purpose of
preserving the cohesion of the State and, grounded in it and in the stereotype of arts-loving
Austria, for constructing a subjective superiority in relation to the other imperial powers.
The characters who eavesdrop on the Parallel Action meetings through the keyhole, the
servant Rahel and the Moor Soliman, lay bare the real hierarchies camouflaged by the
purported unity of Austria. Through a position similar to that of the colonised African, Jews
and other non-German peoples under the monarchy are presented as the object of a similar
colonial oppression.
Moreover, in Musil’s novel, the limits of the paradigm of modernity are denounced by
means of another dissonance: that of the Subject. At the moment when Ulrich walks out on
a Parallel Action meeting, he gives voice to the crisis of the lonely and empty Self in
modernity. To save himself from despair, he thereupon immediately proclaims the utopia of
essayism as a fiction of totality, with the above cited words (Musil, 1999: 1648-9). The
redemption of the Subject is achieved by conceiving the Self and the world as mirrors of
each other and as dynamic relational constellations, in which the creating Subject, being
absolute, occupies the centre of a new subjective cartography of the world, since, as Musil
states, “A man without qualities is made up of qualities without Man.” That is to say, the
Subject’s identity must constantly be created from that selfsame Subject and renegotiated
with a successively different construction of the world, in an endless essayistic process which
combines dissociated traits, with no integrating structure, a process which the novel
reproduces in its self-reflective, spiral and potentially infinite structure.
This conception of identity as a deeply precarious inter-identity contrasts with the
Müllerian subject, who is also plunged into crisis, but who is, nevertheless, a more
affirmative subject. In the same manner, the Musilian satire of Kakanien contrasts with the
unconditional championing of Austria in Müller. Whereas the Self in Tropics/Tropen
succeeds in expressing itself in an expansive structure which absorbs the Other, this is not
possible in Musil. However, the imperial nature of both projects of the Subject lies in the
absolutist attitude of a profoundly desperate Nothing, which nevertheless does not
relinquish its hold on moulding the whole according to its inconstant image. The totalising
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and imperial gesture of the Subject never disappears in A Man without Qualities, as can be
seen in the title of Book Two – a journey to the “Millenary Empire” – where the debate on
imperialism as part of the paradigm of modernity is replaced by the essay of a new
subjective fiction of totality. Here, the focus is brought to bear on narcissistic love, which
annuls alterity, and on a mysticism conceived as a simultaneous unity of the Self with itself
and with the world.
Musil’s and Müller’s novels thus prove the thesis I put forward at the beginning of this
text: firstly, that concepts of postcolonial theory can and should be used in regard to Austria,
provided the differences between two imperial models are taken into account, given that
there are discursive patterns of the exercise of power by colonial empires that are also to be
found in the Hapsburg empire and that are either described or satirised as such in the
novelistic fictions under consideration; secondly, that imperialism as an epistemological
paradigm and an aesthetic model which structures totality is grasped as the core of
modernity, and thus constitutes a central focus of the critique of this paradigm by literary
modernism. However, even if modernist literature reacts to imperialism, it is strongly
influenced by it. The alternative conception of the world and of the Self and the essayistic
conception of the novel bear out this influence, both because they retain the ambition to
produce a unitary construction of the whole and because the fictions of totality, which work
as an alternative to modernity, take on, necessarily, an imperialist configuration brought on
by the crisis of the Subject.
Translated by Monica Varese
Revised by Teresa Tavares and Catarina Martins
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