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LISA LOWE AND DAVID LLOYD

Introduction

The Politics ofCulture in the Shadow ofCapital is a collection of essays
that, in their combination, advance a critical approach to the "interna­
tional," the "global," or the "transnational" as theoretical frameworks
within which intersecting sets of social practices can be grasped. These
practices include anticolonial and antiracist struggles, feminist strug­
gles, labor organizing, cultural movements - all of which challenge
contemporary neocolonial capitalism as a highly differentiated mode
of production. While such practices are ubiquitous, they generally take
place in local and heterogeneous sites, and rarely make the claim to be
"global" models in scope or ambition. Accordingly, the kind of inter­
vention that The Politics of Culture makes has become necessary inso­
far as neither the postmodern conception of the transnational nor the
liberal assumption of the congruence of capitalism, democracy, and
freedom are currently adequate to address the ubiquity and variety of
alternatives.

We understand the transnational to denote the stage of globalized
capitalism characterized by David Harvey, Fredric Jameson, and others
as the universal extension of a differentiated mode of production that
relies on flexible accumulation and mixed production to incorporate all
sectors of the global economy into its logic of commodification. 1 It is
the tendency of such understandings of transnationalism to assume a
homogenization of global culture that radically reduces possibilities for
the creation of alternatives, in confining them either to the domain of
commodified culture itself or to spaces that, for reasons of mere histor­
ical contingency, have seemed unincorporated into globalization.2 It
will be our contention, to the contrary, that transnational or neo­
colonial capitalism, like colonialist capitalism before it, continues to
produce sites of contradiction that are effects of its always uneven
expansion but that cannot be subsumed by the logic of commodifica­
tion itself. We suggest that "culture" obtains a "political" force when a
cultural formation comes into contradiction with economic or political
logics that try to refunction it for exploitation or domination. Rather
than adopting the understanding of culture as one sphere in a set of
differentiated spheres and practices, we discuss "culture" as a terrain in
which politics, culture, and the economic form an inseparable dynamic.
This entails not simply a critique of liberal cultural, political, and legal



theories that are the social correlative of capitalist economics, but an
affirmative inventory of the survival of alternatives in many locations
worldwide. Our interest is not in identifying what lies "outside" cap­
italism, but in what arises historically, in contestation, and "in differ­
ence" to it.

Marxism has always theorized capitalism in relation to its globaliz­
ing tendencies and accordingly sought to link struggles internationally;
the work collected here is in agreement with the importance of such
linking.3 In this introduction, we seek to rethink the older Marxist
notion of internationalism in light of the present conjuncture. The limit
of this older notion lies in the difficulty of conceptualizing an interna­
tional proletarian formation within the current global restructuring of
capitalism. Since that formation was principally thought in terms of
class antagonism within national capitalist state relations, the fact that
transnational capitalism now operates at levels that are at once sub­
national and supranational interrupts the even formation of a uniform
proletariat and demands a more differentiated understanding of what
constitutes political processes and activities. The challenge to the priv­
ileging of class antagonism as the exclusive site of contradiction re­
quires a critique of Western Marxism's assumption of the universality
of capitalist development and of the need to "delink" individual na­
tional economies.4 We are arguing for the equal importance of sites of
struggle that do not privilege the nation and are not necessarily defined
by class consciousness. This is not a question of integrating opposi­
tional formations such as peasant revolts, feminist struggles, antiracist
or anti-imperialist movements into a politics ultimately defined by class
struggle; rather, these struggles in themselves occupy significant sites of
contradiction that are generated precisely by the differentiating process
of advanced globalizing capitalism. We would contend, furthermore,
that these oppositional formations are neither novel nor outmoded. On
the contrary, the critical displacement of "modern" modes of opposi­
tion - particularly state nationalism and Western Marxism - permits
us to see how feminist, antiracist, and subaltern struggles, in their con­
tinual adaptations and transformations over time, have the potential to
rework the conception of politics in the era of transnational capital
itself.

In assuming the relative autonomy of different sites of contradiction,
we are not only signaling the inadequacy of present theoretical frame­
works for the "global," but are also making an intervention as to
the location of theory. However enabling at one point, the "center­
periphery" model of both economic and cultural relations cannot sur­
vive a recognition of the heterogeneity of the contemporary capitalist
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mode of production. For the automatic assumption that theory ema­
nates from the West and has as its object the untheorized practices of
the subaltern, the native, and the non-West, cannot be sustained.5 To
"short-circuit" the notion that theory, like capital, flows or travels in
one direction from West to non-West, we have brought together essays
that make connections between local sites of production, that focus
insistently on situated theories and practices as well as the translations
and transformations of imported theories in those sites.6 The challenge
to the unidirectional and hierarchical schematic binary "West/non­
West" involves the displacement of concepts and practices of "develop­
ment" and challenges the uniform applications of Western Marxism in
all places. That is, by "Western Marxism" we do not mean only Marx­
ism as it is practiced in the West, but rather the adoption of its develop­
mental terms and teleology in other sites. For this reason, a number of
the discussions included here consider the transformation of "Marxist"
theories and practices in colonized, postindependence, and neocolo­
nized sites. In this sense, we bring together national Marxist, "third
world" feminist, and subaltern projects, and note that one effect of this
is to highlight the insufficiency of concepts of political agency that are
defined within the modern Western nation-state in terms of specific
practices governed by the separation of the spheres of politics, cul­
ture, and the economic. We will be arguing for the need to reconceive
the "social" - as the terrain in which politics, culture, and the eco­
nomic are related - in terms radically other than those given by post­
Enlightenment rationalizations of Western society. This separation of
spheres that constitutes "society" is seen in liberal legal and political
philosophy to emerge alongside capitalism as a product of historical
development. While Marxism arises as the critique of capitalist exploi­
tation, it has not critiqued the theory of historical development that
underlies liberal philosophies.

Liberalism and Western Marxism, along with other emancipatory
discourses of modernity, share a foundation in what Walter Benjamin
refers to as "historicism," that is, the conception of history as the narra­
tive of the development of modern subjects and cultures. For liberal­
ism, historicist temporality entails the gradual emergence of civil so­
ciety and the citizen-subject of the state out of the barbaric prehistory
of human society; for Marxism, the development of proletarian class
consciousness out of the contradictions of capital and labor. Both su­
perordinate one particular understanding of what constitutes the "po­
litical" over all other forms of opposition or sociality; in consequence,
those other forms are relegated to marginality or temporal anteriority.
Modern colonialism involved the extension of historicist logic on a
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global scale: colonized societies were assigned to the prehistory of the
West, and political resistance could only be recognized as such insofar
as it was organized through nationalisms that took as their object the
capture of the colonial state and the formation of modern institutions
and subjects. As Partha Chatterjee and Benedict Anderson, and Frantz
Fanon before them, have pointed out, bourgeois nationalism is the
form in which colonized societies enter modernity.7 So saturated is
historical narrative with assumptions of development that it has been
virtually impossible to write the history of alternative modes.

In considering practices that are not adequately revealed by the de­
velopmental temporality of the model of state formation, we turn away
from the assumption that the critique of modernity and modern institu­
tions is registered within the temporality of the "postmodern." Rather,
the essays in The Politics of Culture focus especially on locations at
odds with the modern institutions of the state that are produced simul­
taneously with state regulations and the intrusions of capital. These
locations refer neither to "postmodernism" per se, with the emphasis
on a posterior temporality, nor to the concept of "tradition," with its
emphasis on anteriority; rather, the essays are interested in another
understanding of the temporality of the breakup of modernity, taking
into account the antagonisms to modernity that take place in a variety
of locations and that emerge simultaneously with and in relation to
modernity itself. In their different ways, subaltern historiography, femi­
nist historiography, and some postcolonial critiques have attempted to
intervene in developmental historicism by refusing the tendency of his­
toricism to view its objects as representative instances within a total­
ized, developmental teleology. The essays in this volume by and large
put into relief the relatively autonomous meaning of the singular in­
stance without needing to reinscribe it as a founding moment in an
oppositional narrative of emancipation. The critique of temporality
implied by the choices made in these essays suggests the reconceptualiz­
ation of history and historical material. In Benjamin's terms, the cri­
tique of "the historical progress of mankind" dislocates the material
event "out of the continuum of history." It is just this distinction be­
tween the universalizing secular time of historicism and "the time of the
gods" that is the subject of Dipesh Chakrabarty's critique of modernity,
as he contemplates the modern historian's translation of nonsecular
phenomenologies of labor in South Asia. Reynaldo Ileto's essay, in
turn, emphasizes that the reconstruction of Philippine "banditry" and
popular medical practices of the curanderos demand historiographical
forms that displace the modern linear narratives of either colonial or
nationalist histories. We can understand C. L. R. James's act in bringing
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the Haitian revolution to bear on African decolonization, discussed in
Grant Farred's essay, as retrieving similar moments that Benjamin
would regard as "lost for history" and grasping their "retroactive
force." George Lipsitz, in his essay, likewise reclaims what Marx called
the "unvanquished remnants of the past" in recollecting Black soldiers'
antagonisms to U.S. imperial wars in Japan and in the Philippines: the
meaning of such moments lies not in their inaugural force within a
preordained narrative, but in the possibilities opened by their recovery.
Jose Rabasa understands Zapatismo as the irruption of nonmodern
cultural forms into the modern state, the significance of which does
not depend on projecting the rebellions as either the culmination of
a continuous historical development or the avant-garde of national
revolution.

The other impulse of the critique is the excavation and connection of
alternative histories and their different temporalities that cannot be
contained by the progressive narrative of Western developmentalism.
Rather than striving to universalize their instances by way of such a
narrative, many of the essays signal the need to shift to other frames
that permit a comprehension of the lateral relationships between sites
in which alternative practices emerge. The Politics of Culture includes
essays that document exchanges and collaborations across sites, con­
necting subjugated practices that cut across the orthodox categories
that have organized historical understanding: the people, the nation,
the epoch, the state. These connections are documented in Clara Con­
nolly and Pragna Patel's essay on coalitions of Middle Eastern, South
Asian, and Irish immigrant women in Britain, and in Homa Hoodfar's
study of veiling as a highly differentiated Islamic social practice in
which modernity and fundamentalism are negotiated. Forging connec­
tions is no less important in the above-mentioned historical retrievals
that link u.S. Black soldiers in World War II and Japanese Americans
interned in camps on the west coast of the United States, and the Hai­
tian revolution with African anticolonial movements. Likewise, the
collection suggests lateral connections that may yet be possible: the
work of Dipesh Chakrabarty and Jose Rabasa explicitly connects sub­
altern studies in India and subaltern studies in Latin America. Through
Connolly and Patel's essay, the interview with Angela Davis, and Lisa
Lowe's essay, potential connections emerge between the Black feminist
movement in Britain and the political struggles of racialized and immi­
grant women in the United States. Many of the essays discuss alterna­
tive political cultures: Jacqueline Urla considers the construction of an
alternative public sphere through Basque youth media in Spain; Arturo
Escobar discusses the politics of race and development in the context of
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Afro-Columbian environmental movements; Nandi Bhatia and Chung­
moo Choi both elaborate the political cultures of anticolonial move­
ments through analyses of people's theater in India and South Korea,
respectively.

Evidently, the connections explored here are not predicated on a
"cosmopolitanism" and its elitist and universalizing purview but, on
the contrary, adamantly emphasize diversely localized projects and
struggles. Though in a general sense most of the essays address what
might be called the "postcolonial" period, we wish to distinguish the
work here from the "postcolonial" concept. That is, we understand the
postcolonial, as Chungmoo Choi does in her essay, as marking the deci­
sive defining moment of struggle as independence and what happens
after, as prioritizing (even in its deconstruction) Western modernity and
non-Western hybridity, and as privileging the capture of the state and
the relationship between state formations. In contradistinction, we
consider here connections and struggles that are ongoing and simulta­
neous with, but not less important than, state nationalisms - theories
and practices that cross national boundaries that need not be mediated
by the state, the form in which the West is instantiated. Such connec­
tions provide the ground for rethinking the notion of the "political" in
terms distinct from those defined by the state and state formations.
Insofar as anticolonial struggles have been directed at the capture of the
state and the inhabiting of its political forms, then, as Fanon argues, the
articulation of such struggles took place in terms of "rights" and "cit­
izenship," through forms like the "nationalist party," modern media
like the press, and by way of national bourgeois capital. Elite national­
ism and anticolonialism have sought to absorb subaltern struggles into
uniformity with the terms of the political sphere, or, where that proved
impossible, to subjugate or marginalize them as "feminine" or "ra­
cialized" spaces. We wish to understand these subjugated or ignored
struggles not as the detritus of history, but as the work of a still ongoing
decolonization, the place of different social imaginaries and forma­
tions' actively preserved and invented. This implies, in turn, the need to
reconceive the sites and ends of cultural struggle. Owing to the history
of colonialism underpinning the current global restructuring of capital­
ism, the "cultural" in colonized sites, far from being rationalized as a
separate sphere as it was with Western capitalist social formations,
actually embodies, and is the form of, alternative rationalities. The
subordinated culture's difference and incommensurability with the eco­
nomic and political operations of the colonial power, along with the
hybridities, damages, and recalcitrances that are produced by coloniza­
tion, make spaces for alternative practices, alternative public spheres,
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unofficial countercultures, and the remaking of official civil society and
its divisions. 8 Our discussion of the redefined notion of culture will be
taken up in the last section.

NATIONALISM, MARXISM, FEMINISM, AND

THE QUESTION OF ALTERNATIVES

As Arturo Escobar has argued, in the period following World War II the
domination by the West through direct colonialisms is transformed
into a global project of domination by way of modernization and de­
velopment.9 For this period, the state is the principal form demanded of
postcolonial nations in order that they can provide the body of institu­
tions through which modernization is imposed. Etienne Balibar argues
that, practically speaking, the state is the form through which nations
enter the modern world system. 10 But the state form entails more than a
pragmatic adjustment to that world system; it implies not only an as­
similation to a hierarchized system of global power, but compliance
with a normative distribution of social spaces within that state's defini­
tions. The entry of the nation through the medium of the modern state
into the global world system requires the massive conversion of popu­
lations and their cultural forms into conformity with the post-World
War II project of universal modernization. Civil society must be re­
shaped to produce subjects who might function in terms of modern
definitions of social spaces, as the political subject of the state, the
economic subject of capitalism, and the cultural subject of the nation,
however much the discreteness of these spaces is contradicted by condi­
tions that are lived as racialized and gendered labor stratification,
apartheid, and poverty. The state form's importance extends beyond
the immediate post-World War II geopolitical system; we would wish
to maintain that even in the post-Fordist, postmodern transnational
economy, the modern state form and its contradictions persist within
the mobility of global capital as the primary set of institutions for
regulating resources, investments, and populations. Hence the state
becomes the site of contradictions and the object of contestation for
political projects such as bourgeois nationalism, Marxism, and femi­
nism. II To a large extent, the state defines the terms and stakes of these
projects: the continuing extension and redefinition of popular democ­
racy or citizenship and the promotion of national culture; the antago­
nism to regulation of labor on behalf of national and international
capital; the contestation of the legal and social subordination of ra­
cialized populations and women within the context of a discourse on

Introduction 7



"rights." In different ways, bourgeois nationalist, Marxist, and femi­
nist movements confront the limits of state-oriented definitions both in
the form of the direct antagonism of the state and in the form of the
alternative spheres and practices that emerge in the very formation of
modernity itself. The contradictions of modernity are not new, though
they may take new forms at any given historical moment; they are
embedded in the history of colonization and of global capitalism and
have been constitutive in the emergence of contemporary social forma­
tions. It will be our contention here that productive rethinkings of the
categories of these movements take place through the alternative for­
mations that emerge in the space of contradictions.

Nationalism

The nationalism articulated in Western state formations posits a his­
torical continuity between the emergence of a people and the develop­
ment of the state that represents its political sovereignty.12 But even
contemporary Western theorists of nations and nationalism, such as
Gellner, Hobsbawm, Nairn, and Breuilly, do not fundamentally chal­
lenge this assumption. The emergence of the nation-state is largely
understood in contemporary history as a Western development and as a
more or less organic emergence of European civilizations. Even where
contemporary historians are skeptical of the nineteenth-century back­
ward projection of the "spirit of the nation" into primordial origins,
and prefer the concept of the "invented tradition" by which the people
is constituted retrospectively by the modern political imagination, the
territorial boundaries and historical claims to legitimacy of modern
European nations are accepted as givens of Western modernity. Corre­
spondingly, the European nation-state remains the template of proper
political formations globally despite the singularity, from a genuinely
world-historical perspective, of its formation. The historical or tem­
poral dimension of the nation, the development and maturation of civil
and political society and the formation of their proper subjects, and
the spatial dimension, what Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson call "the
isomorphism of place, culture, nation, and state," provide the terms to
which the political formations of other societies are required to con­
form or approximate. 13

Following such theories of the nation-state and of nationalism as a
political force, the emergence of the European nation-state and its po­
litical ideology is distinct from the forms of anticolonial or "belated"
nationalism. Not all thinkers demarcate European from non-European
nationalisms as strictly as Hans Kohn in his seminal distinction of
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"Western" from "non-Western" forms, but the tendency to make such
distinctions is virtually ubiquitous. 14 What is being marked in this kind
of formulation is a certain incommensurability between the cultural
forms of non-Western societies and the political forms they have sought
or been obliged to adopt in the course of decolonization. From the
perspective of Western modernity, this incommensurability is perceived
as a lack, and the remedy is generally held to be the state-directed
development of a mature civil society with its corresponding ethical
civil subjects. This prescription is the political correlative of capitalist
economic development as imposed by Western-dominated interna­
tional organizations. Both prescriptions preclude the emergence of al­
ternatives out of contradictions with equal force and constitute the
leading edge of neocolonialism as powerfully in the era of transnational
capital as at any previous moment.

Contradiction is virtually constitutive of the practices of anticolo­
nial nationalism. On the one hand, the ends of anticolonial nationalism
are defined by the goal of the capture of the state, and its ideology is in
large part structured in terms of liberal discourses and for liberal state
institutions: it speaks of rights and the citizen, of equality, fraternity,
and liberty, makes its claims to self-determination on the basis of en­
lightenment universality, and asserts the cultural if not economic and
military equivalence of its nation-people to that of the imperial power.
At the same time, within the terms of an anticolonial struggle, it is rare
for a nationalist movement not to draw on conceptions of "tradition,"
of cultural antimodernity, and indeed, of alternatives to capitalist de­
velopment in order to mobilize the antagonism of the populace against
the colonial power and to mark the differences that transform that
populace into a people with a legitimate right to separate and sovereign
statehood. In this, nationalism repeats the very distinction between
tradition and modernity that colonialism institutes to legitimate domi­
nation. In the first place, this demands the transformation of the colo­
nial model that largely assumes that tradition must be reformed by
modernization. Instead nationalism invokes tradition in order to assert
the antagonism between irreconcilable social and cultural values. For
this reason, in fact, the moment of anticolonial struggle is generally
very productive of "emancipatory" possibilities far in excess of na­
tionalism's own projects, a point to which we shall return. But the
ultimate fixation of anticolonial nationalism on the state form tends to
reproduce the articulation of tradition and modernity by which tradi­
tional society requires to be modernized - even if the forms of post­
colonial modernity are modified to accommodate a fetishized version
of tradition through which a distinct people is to be interpellated by the
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nation-state. State nationalism then seeks to mask the contradictions
that reemerge between formal political independence and economic
dependence (the contradictions of neocolonialism) and to contain the
excess of alternatives released by the decolonizing forces of which it
was a part.

We would want, therefore, to distinguish, but not separate out,
state-oriented nationalism from a larger and potentially more produc­
tive decolonizing process that emerges and persists in the very contra­
dictions of colonialism in all its stages. As a range of anticolonial intel­
lectuals from Fanon to Cabral argue, racialization of the colonized
population is fundamental to the dynamics of colonial society, con­
stituting the principal impetus that brings nationalist movements into
being. IS The racialization of all colonized subjects permits what Bipan
Chandra analyzes as the nationalist "vertical integration" of the caste­
and class-stratified colonial society, and enables the nationalist move­
ment to cut across such distinctions. 16 Bourgeois nationalism tends to
reshape its antiracist practices and ideologies around a notion of the
nation's capacity to develop and assimilate European cultural and po­
litical forms. Popular movements, on the contrary, organize around
antagonisms to colonialism that are founded on an understanding of
racialized exploitation under colonialism that leads to modes of decol­
onization aimed at creating new and radically democratic forms of so­
cial organization. This latter decolonizing process is what Fanon terms,
in his broad sense, "national culture," as opposed to bourgeois nation­
alism's fetishization of selected and canonized "traditions," which ar­
tificially freeze cultural difference, reintroducing or reinforcing lines of
ethnic or "tribal" stratification within the new nation. With regard to
the new nation's external relations to global capitalism and neocolonial
powers, the fixing of popular culture into artificial national forms and
the racial stratification of society helps to reproduce the concept of a
specific "underdevelopment" that facilitates and legitimates neocolo­
nialist exploitation.

Although nationalism seeks, in the Gramscian sense, to direct popu­
lar forces, and thereby to gain hegemony over them, it is in fact con­
stituted within a rich site of intersections among simultaneous social
processes and modes of organization, which include not only anti­
racism but linked practices such as subaltern agitation and women's
movements, to which nationalism contributes in often unpredictable
ways and by which it is inflected at every moment. In Feminism and
Nationalism in the Third World, Kumari Jayawardena has docu­
mented the conditions within which nationalist struggles can furnish
some spaces for feminist practice and politics.17 In this vein, David
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Lloyd's essay examines early twentieth-century Ireland, in which Mar­
kievicz conjoined Irish feminism with nationalism by redefining the
terms of suffrage and of political citizenship. But these alternative prac­
tices have their own histories and trajectories, which are not syn­
chronous with the nationalist project of state formation. Focus on na­
tionalism accordingly not only obscures the ways in which alternative
social processes, both within the anticolonial struggle and across the
longer duration of what we conceive of as decolonization, work con­
comitantly with and through nationalism; this focus also renders invis­
ible the fact that such struggle occupies another terrain constituted by
its externality to the state and shaped by the rhythms of different tem­
poralities. This is at once a historiographical question and suggestive
regarding contemporary contradictions. For example, in his essay in
this volume, Reynaldo C. Ileto has shown the ways in which Philippine
nationalist historiography tends to repeat imperial histories in relegat­
ing alternative social formations to the violent and irrational man­
ifestations of "banditry" or, at best, protonationalist consciousness.
When the antagonism between colonialism and nationalism is consid­
ered the only legitimate site for the political, it relegates alternatives to
the domain "outside of history," and obscures the ongoing constitution
of other social formations through contemporary antagonisms. For the
antagonism between nationalism and imperialism also unleashed other
contradictions than those addressed by decolonizing or nationalist
movements specifically. This becomes evident in Nandi Bhatia's essay,
which discusses an anti-imperial movement that mobilized class antag­
onism and came into conflict with elite nationalism as much as with
British colonialism. The retrieval of such spaces and struggles that are
by definition at odds with state projects and elite nationalism has been
the characteristic work of subaltern and feminist historiographies,
though we will take up later the different emphases of both projects.

Marxism

Bhatia's essay on Indian People's Theatre underscores one of the pri­
mary theses of our introduction: that Marxist theory and practice have
been crucial correctives to bourgeois nationalism. For although Marx­
ism has tended to share with nationalism the political frame of the
nation-state, it has consistently critiqued forms of bourgeois and cul­
tural nationalism that ignore class difference. The classical Marxist
understanding of contradiction asserts that the contradiction between
capital and labor takes place within the totality of nationalist capitalist
relations, and that the exacerbation of contradiction is part of a pro-
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gressive development that includes the emergence of proletarian con­
sciousness within that totality. For Western Marxism, the proletarian
subject emerges primarily in relation to the goal of the capture of the
state: in an earlier form in Leninism, dictatorship of the proletariat, in a
later form in Gramsci, the construction of working-class hegemony
through institutions Gramsci describes as institutions of the ethical
state. Gramsci's refinement of the Leninist position for less autocratic
states than czarist Russia suggests that the emergence of working­
class hegemony necessitates a detour through "culture" by means of
working-class consciousness and concomitant cultural forms. It is fur­
ther assumed that the territorial basis of this culture is national, and
that there is a correspondence between a national popular culture and
political hegemony; the state that is to be captured is ultimately the
expression of that correspondence. Whereas Gramsci would seem to be
the Western theorist of Marxism who, through the discussion of the
Southern Question, links analysis of the democratic industrial state
with the different issues and conditions that affect colonized regions,
what he in fact marks are problems of uneven cultural and political, as
well as economic, development. We observe that "third world" Marx­
isms emerge not only from what Western Marxism would designate as
such unevennesses, but from entirely different conditions and social
formations. In particular, the condition of these Marxisms is that the
forms of state and the forms of culture are incompatible. The work
collected in this volume is, in part, exploring the question of "third
world" Marxism and the specific conjunctures out of which it emerges.

Our critique of Western Marxism, then, is at one with our critique of
the developmental narratives of Western modernity, but does not ex­
tend to the materialism that founds Marx's method. Rather, "third
world" Marxisms, we would emphasize, already diverge from the clas­
sical Western Marxist formulation, having sought to come to terms
with the intersection of colonization of largely agrarian societies with
capitalist exploitation. The differences of Leninism in Bolshevik Russia
or Maoism in revolutionary China are precisely an effect of their analy­
ses of different material and historical conditions. Donald Lowe has
argued that while the orientalist construction of the "Asiatic mode of
production" within Western Marxism had fixed understandings of
"China" and other peasant societies in a static, unchanging concept
of "underdevelopment," the "later" Lenin and Mao rethought Marx­
ism for Russia and China not in relation to "underdevelopment" but
through the understanding that peasant societies are materially differ­
ent and contain different historical possibilities for transformation. 18

The rethinking of Marxism by Lenin and Mao for their societies is
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echoed in the rethinking of Marxism in other contexts. For example,
Dipesh Chakrabarty has demonstrated in his study of the Calcutta jute
mill workers between 1890 and 1940 that the reproduction of capital­
ist social relations did not necessarily pass through European-style
proletarianization but through cultural forms quite incompatible with
that model of development; his essay here offers further reflection on
the translation of difference into the terms of Marx's labor theory
of value. 19 Aihwa Ong has similarly argued that Malaysian factory
women protest capitalist discipline not through Western class con­
sciousness or feminist consciousness but by stopping production on the
factory floor through local cultural forms like spirit possession.20 Both
arguments are materialist in their modes of investigation, yet clearly
demand a rethinking of classic Marxist formulations. In our critical
engagement with Marxist theory, there are two axes of analysis that
concern us: one is the emergence of new forms of political subjectivity,
the other is the domain of race and culture in relation to the transfor­
mation of capitalist social relations; both, of course, are closely related.

Western Marxism assumes that conflicts that fall "outside" the de­
velopment of class consciousness are politically subordinate, or con­
stitute "false consciousness": antagonisms articulated, for example,
around gender or race, are seen as effects of a more fundamental con­
tradiction. According to the same logic, it also assumes the necessity of
a globalization of capitalist proletarianization that would privilege the
locations of greatest modernization and development in ways that
obscure the historical expansion of capital through uneven differentia­
tion of geographies, sectors, and labor forces. Thus far, we agree with
the postmodern critiques of Western Marxism that argue that, contrary
to its classical formulation by Marx, capitalism has proceeded not
through global homogenization but through differentiation of labor
markets, material resources, consumer markets, and production opera­
tions. But we wish to add that it is not simply that there has not been an
even, homogeneous spread of development, but that, in what Bipan
Chandra has called the "colonial mode of production," different prob­
lems emerge in the encounter between "indigenous" forms of work
and cultural practices and the modern capitalist economic modes im­
posed upon them. 21 Whereas the relations of production of nineteenth­
century industrial capitalism were characterized by the management of
the urban workers by the urban bourgeoisie, colonialism was built on
the racialized split between colonial metropolis and agrarian colony,
organizing the agrarian society into a social formation in which a for­
eign class functioned as the capitalist class. In order to maximize the
extraction of surplus, the necessary reproduction of the relations of
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production in the colonial mode was not limited to the reproduction of
class relations, but emphasized also that of hierarchical relations of re­
gion, culture, language, and, especially, race. In Reading Capital, Louis
Althusser and Etienne Balibar extend Marx's original formulation of
the relationship between the "mode of production" and the "social
formation" by defining a social formation as the complex structure in
which more than one mode of production, or set of economic relations,
may be combined.22 Their elaboration suggests not only that the situ­
ations of uneven development, colonialist incorporation, and global
restructuring and immigration are each characterized by the combina­
tion of several simultaneous modes of production, but that each con­
stitutes a specific, historically distinct social formation (that includes
economic, political, and ideological levels of articulation). The need
to understand the differentiated forms through which capital profits
through mixing and combining different modes of production suggests,
too, that the complex structures of a new social formation may indeed
require interventions and modes of opposition specific to those struc­
tures. Whereas Western Marxism assumes to a greater or lesser extent
the correspondence of the institutions of civil society to the needs of the
reproduction of capitalist social relations, in colonial and neocolonial
social formations there arise what we might term "discoordinated"
structures of civil society, which in themselves mediate a disjunction
between existing cultural practices and the modernizing forces embod­
ied in the rationalizing forms of civil society put in place by the nation­
state.

That "discoordination," although it is not always theorized as such,
can be understood as requiring us to think the existence of different
historical temporalities that are simultaneously active within a given
social formation. At the level of political analysis, "third world" or
national Marxisms, as in the work of Fanon and Cabral, have always
understood the necessity for mobilizing anticolonial resistance around
the antagonism between indigenous social forms and the colonial state;
class relations themselves in the colonial state are always already predi­
cated upon racialization, and thus the dynamic of nationalist revolu­
tion is seen by them to involve race and class inseparably. However, in
the formation of postindependence policy, national states with quite
various political agendas have tended to contain popular movements,
and have by and large attempted to resolve the peculiar contradictions
of the "colonial mode of production" by adapting Western moderniza­
tion models. A number of essays in this volume, such as Maria Josefina
Saldana-Portillo's study of Sandinista agricultural policy and Chakra­
barty's discussion of Marxist categories and South Asian work prac-
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tices, suggest the need to rethink the economic and social strategies of
modernization in ways that would not capitulate to the mandate of
assimilation to Western development and a Western-dominated world
system. What is assumed here is not a notion of "the traditional" versus
the Western model of "modernity," but rather the possibility of forms
of agency that inhere in the longer duration of social forms that have
emerged in resistance and in relation to modern institutions; this leads
Saldana-Portillo, for example, to study the importance of the Nica­
raguan rural workers defining themselves as "peasantry" rather than
"proletariat." In our last section, we will discuss the larger implications
of the contradictions between culture and civil society for the emer­
gence of political alternatives.

It is our intention to intervene in discourses on transnational capital­
ism whose tendency is to totalize the world system, to view capitalist
penetration as complete and pervasive, so that the site of intervention is
restricted to commodification; or, more insidiously, with the result that
all manifestations of difference appear as just further signs of com­
modification. To pose the argument about transnationalism at the level
of commodification not only obscures the practices of exploitation that
lead to antagonism, but also ignores the ways in which transnational
capital's exploitation of cultural differentiation produces its own con­
tradictions. Our critique of the assumption of absolute globalization or
universal commodification does not lead us to fetishize imaginary
spaces that are not yet under the sway of capitalism. Rather, what we
focus on is the intersection of commodification and labor exploitation
under postmodern transnational modes of production with the histor­
ical emergence of social formations in time with but also in antagonism
to modernity; these social formations are not residues of the "pre­
modern," but are differential formations that mediate the processes
through which capital profits through the mixing and combination of
exploitative modes. What we are concerned with is the multiplicity of
significant contradictions rooted in the longer histories of antagonism
and adaptation. All of these are obscured by either a totality governed
by globalization of capitalism or the superordination of the proletarian
subject.

The work of Aihwa Ong, Swasti Mitter, and Maria Mies, for exam­
ple, suggests that flexible accumulation depends precisely on capital­
ism's laying hold of "traditional" social formations that have not been
leveled by modernity either in terms of labor relations or the political
nation; in these encounters, capitalism "respects" those forms even if
for exploitative aims. 23 In these analyses, questions of gender, within
the racialized consolidation of social forms into traditions that takes
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place under colonization, are inseparable from the exploitation of la­
bor. As Dipesh Chakrabarty has argued in his study of the Bengali
working class, capitalism under colonialism is not reproduced through
the formation of abstract political subjects but rather through the for­
mation of subjects embedded in precapitalist social relations. To the ex­
tent that the formation of these subjects belies the homogenization of
capitalist social relations according to the Western model, it also con­
tradicts the assumption of a correspondence between the cultural and
political domains and their reproduction for economic exploitation.
Yet at the same time, the "culture" that emerges from this encounter me­
diates in complex ways the contradiction between contemporary global
capitalist development and the culture whose social relations have an
extended history that is always in part determined by encounters with
emergent modernity. Accordingly, these encounters do not erase con­
tradiction; neither do they produce the resolution of contradictions.
Against theoretical prediction, cultural forms that might seem incom­
patible with capitalist social relations both permit their reproduction
and provide for oppositional modes. In other words, it is neither that
capitalist modernity expands and commodifies the "traditional," nor
that it simply destroys it, making it necessary for one to look for "pure"
sites that have not yet been incorporated in order to find "resistance" (as
in the as-yet-undiscovered primitive tribe in the Amazon), but rather
that both antagonism and adaptation have been part of the process of
the emergence of modernity over time. That is, what we are calling the
alternative is not the "other" outside, but the "what-has-been-formed"
in the conjunction with and in differentiation from modernity over
time. The alternative takes place in the contradictions that emerge when
the cultural forms of one mode of production are taken up and ex­
ploited by an apparently incommensurable mode of production.

Feminism

There is from the outset a dissymmetry between our discussion of "fem­
inism" and the preceding discussions of nationalism and Marxism: it is
less possible to discuss a singular "feminism," since its emergence both
inside and outside of national contexts, not only in the West but glob­
ally, has given rise to a wide variety of theories and practices. Even in
the West, given that versions of modern liberal feminism have sought
enfranchisement for female subjects within national political spheres
articulated through the concept of "rights," no feminist movement has
sought a "capture" of the state in the manner proposed by nationalism
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or Marxism, and feminist projects must be distinguished as nonanal­
ogous to nationalist and Marxist ones.

To the extent that the dominant strands of Western feminism have
been articulated within the terms of liberal modernity, the limits of that
feminism have been discussed by Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Angela
Davis, Chela Sandoval, and others as being marked by their historical
articulation with both imperial projects and state racisms. 24 Indeed,
where neither nationalism nor Marxism has fully critiqued the "na­
tionalist subject" or the "class subject," international and antiracist
feminisms, as well as Anglo-American feminism, have interrogated the
subject of feminism - "woman" - as embodying an implicit universal­
ism that obscures unequal power relations that are the consequence of
colonialism and capitalism.25 Therefore, it will not be our task here to
write generally about all feminisms, but to look specifically at women's
struggles within the racialized structures of colonial modernity and
transnational capitalism. The women's struggles we are foregrounding
demand neither a homogeneous subject nor a conception of a fixed
social totality; rather, they are practices antagonistic to the distinct
modes of subjectivity disciplined by divisions of the modern state - the
political, economic, or cultural (and its attendant separation into "pub­
lic" and "private"). To frame the contemporary situation of women, we
begin by situating the historical contradictions of women in their en­
counter with modernity, contradictions that remain active in and con­
tinue to determine the dynamics of transnationalism. By the encounter
with modernity, we mean with the racialized and gendered regimes of
the colonial state and the modern nation-state, which extend not only
to the formation and reproduction of gender in the family and in other
social spaces and institutions such as schooling, religion, law, the work­
place, and cultural and popular media, but to ideological and epistemo­
logical suppositions of the particular and universal, constructions of
interiority and exteriority, and evaluations of purity and impurity.
While the modern state has in theory offered women emancipation in
the economic and political spheres, and even participation in anticolo­
nial nationalist struggles, the regulation and consolidation of national
identity has generally led to women's political/juridical exclusion,
their educational subordination, economic exploitation, and ideologi­
cal suppression.26 Within this history, it is often in the violent contesta­
tions over the meaning and place of cultural practices that women's
contradictory status in relation to the state becomes evident. At the
same time, the subordination of women in contradiction with moder­
nity allows transnational capital access to women's labor as a site of
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hyperextraction. In turn, the contestatory sites of contradiction within
modern national forms can provide the very opportunities and tools for
practices that challenge transnational exploitation. This is why we need
to understand that new subjects operate not exclusively through the
"political" or "economic" categories of nationalism and Marxism, but
through the politics of culture as well.

It has been the tendency of nationalism and Marxism to consider
gender a secondary formation, which has subordinated women's activ­
ism to anticolonial nationalist struggle or proletarian labor struggles,
respectively. This tendency has symptomatized the most serious limit of
these political projects, that is, the insistence on totality and unity to the
exclusion of different axes of determination and struggle, other axes
whose intersections may be the sites of the most aggravated contradic­
tions. We've argued that the political subject of modernity has been
conceived as either the citizen of the nation or the proletarian class
subject. Both forms of political subjectivity depend on a gendered ideol­
ogy of separate spheres; the political and economic subject is presumed
to be male and must be differentiated from realms cast as "feminine":
the domestic sphere of the "home," the "spiritual" cultural anteced­
ents of modernity, and labors situated as "reproductive." The counter­
spheres marked "feminine" are seen as sites of reproduction rather than
production, and in that respect correspond to sites of culture. Along
with the antinomy "private" and "public," women have been subject to
the construction of "tradition" and "modernity," which perpetually
locates "third world women" as the "other" of modernity, the symbol of
premodern "tradition" to be "modernized." We contend, to the con­
trary, that women have always been agents in the dialectical production
of the heterogeneous, differentiated forms of modernity itself.27 Even
before the currently gendered international division of labor, women
under colonialisms and in so-called developing nations composed the
primary labor force exploited in the production of economic modernity.

Extending materialist theory in ways adequate to the present mo­
ment requires an understanding of the gendered division of labor that
not only interprets the era of transnationalism but allows us to grasp
retrospectively the historical occlusion of women's struggle. Feminist
historiography sheds light on formerly undocumented and unanalyzed
histories of women's contradictory engagement with modernity. As
much as feminist historiography that recaptures the agencies of women
as makers of history shares some of the impulse of subaltern histo­
riography, its methods and purposes are not identical. Subaltern histo­
riography in general seeks to recover practices from domains that are
defined as external to the state or public sphere; consequently, the ref-
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erence point of subaltern study has continued to be the relation of
subaltern struggles and practices to elite nationalist or colonialist for­
mations. In contradistinction, feminist historiography that regards
women's activities and gendered social relations as central is concerned
with sets of cultural and political practices that cut across all domains
of the social and require a different periodization and temporality.28
Though nationalist narratives have subordinated the ubiquity of wom­
en's participation in social struggles to the terms of a national model, it
is not a matter now of simply inserting "women" into the nationalist
narrative. As Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid state, "A feminist
historiography rethinks historiography as a whole and discards the
idea of women as something to be framed by a context, in order to be
able to think of gender difference as both structuring and structured by
the wide set of social relations. "29 Radha Radhakrishnan has put it this
way: "feminist historiography secedes from the structure [of nationalist
totality] not to set up a different and oppositional form of totality, but
to establish a different relation to totality."30 In a way that national­
ism cannot, and Marxism has not yet, this feminism rethinks histori­
cal periodization and agency, reconceptualizes the division of social
spheres, and ultimately advances a new conception of the political
subject itself. Homa Hoodfar's discussion in this volume of the refunc­
tioning of the practice of veiling among Muslim women disrupts the
periodization of nationalist historiography; veiling is at one time a
symbol of traditional community for Western imperialism, at another a
sign of challenge to Western-backed authoritarian regimes, and at an­
other a pragmatic practice permitting entry of women into the labor
force. Veiling, as discussed by Hoodfar, also cuts across the spatial
demarcations of modernity, politicizing "cultural" practices that might
otherwise be thought of as extrapolitical.

Feminist historiography thus reveals that women's practices are only
partially grasped when reduced to the horizon of the national state, and
that implicitly those practices demand alternatives to the formations
prescribed by the modern state, whose emancipatory promise is contra­
dicted by the persistent subordinations. In the transnational era, the
"modern" forms in which the nation mediates capital come into con­
tradiction with the "postmodern" forces and movements of the global
economy; yet we maintain that even in the postmodern transnational
economy, the modern patriarchal state form persists within the mobil­
ity of global capital as the primary set of institutions for regulating
women's labor and sexuality and for dictating spheres of gendered
social practice. Furthermore, the globalization of capitalism reorga­
nizes the operations of production exploiting women precisely in ways
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permitted by their subordination by national patriarchal states. Pa­
triarchal definitions of gender are continuously reproduced throughout
a genealogy of social formations: patriarchy is consistently dominant,
though not identically so, under colonial rule, in nationalist regimes,
and in postcolonial and neocolonial state formations. There is a per­
petual dialectic between "traditional" patriarchy and its "modern" re­
articulations, whereby the selective redefinition of the "traditional"
woman through which modernity rearticulates patriarchy serves both
to intensify the constraints upon and to extract differentiated labor
from female subjects. The hyperexploitation of women under transna­
tionalism brings women's cultural practices to the fore as incommen­
surable with capitalist rationality. Since the 1970S and 19 80S, the dein­
dustrialization of the United States and Europe has been accomplished
by a shifting of production to Asia and Latin America, particularly
making use of female labor in overseas export assembly and manufac­
turing zones. 31 Aihwa Ong points out in her essay that, contrary to the
literature on Fordism that predicted the increasing adoption of mass­
assembly production, since the early 1970S subcontracting firms and
sweatshops have come to typify industrialization in Asia and Central
America. One of the distinct features of global restructuring is capital's
ability to profit not through a homogenization of the mode of produc­
tion, but through the differentiation of specific resources and markets
that permits the exploitation of gendered labor within regional and
national sites. Part of this differentiation involves transactions between
national states and transnational capital, which formalize new capital
accumulation and production techniques that exploit by specifically
targeting female labor markets. This occurs where women are disci­
plined by state-instituted traditional patriarchy, whether in Malaysia or
Guatemala, or by racialized immigration laws that target female immi­
grants in particular, such as in California. These conditions, produced
by the differentiating mode of transnational capital, counter a center­
periphery model of spatial or developmental logic, and hence point to
the timeliness, which we will take up later, of conceptualizing linkages
between and across varied sites of contradiction. Such linkages recog­
nize the dispersed forms of transnational operations of capital accumu­
lation and exploitation as an opportunity for, rather than a limit on,
new political practices.

While it is the understanding of some analysts of transnationalism
that global capitalism has penetrated and saturated all social terrains,
exhausting the possibilities for challenges or resistance, the situations
of women workers suggest that transnational capitalism, like colonial
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capitalism before it, continues to produce sites of contradiction and the
dynamics of its own negation and critique. These contradictions pro­
duce new possibilities precisely because they have led to a breakdown
and a reformulation of the categories of nation, race, class, and gender,
and in doing so have led to a need to reconceptualize the oppositional
narratives of nationalism, Marxism, and feminism. The latest shift to­
ward the transnationalization of capital is not exclusively manifested in
the "denationalization" of corporate power or the nation-state, but,
perhaps more importantly, it is expressed in the reorganization of op­
positional interventions against capital that articulate themselves in
terms and relations other than the "national" or the "international
proletariat" - notably feminist activism among U.S. women of color,
cross-border labor organizing, and neocolonized and immigrant wom­
en's struggles (see Davis, Lowe, and Connolly and Patel).

In its intensification of exploitation, transnational capitalism has
exacerbated the gendered political and economic contradictions that
were active in modern state capitalisms; paradoxically, this takes place
in part through an erosion of the legal and social regulations that un­
derwrite the ideology of separate spheres. Making use of the structures
of patriarchal societies and its modes of gender discipline to maximize
its exploitation of "docile" female labor, transnational capital si­
multaneously undermines the reproduction of patriarchies by moving
women from one sphere of gendered social control to another. Yet the
reconstitution of patriarchy within the transnational capitalist system,
we argue, produces different and more varied practices of resistance to
that system, practices that do not turn exclusively on the opposition of
abstract labor to capital. Where this "feminized" domain of culture is
in contradiction with capitalist production we find a convergence of
struggles generated by different axes of domination: capitalism, pa­
triarchy, and the processes of racialization that take place through colo­
nialism and immigration. The specific modes of discipline that apply to
women as gendered subjects necessarily give rise to different modes of
organization and politicization; for example, maquiladora workers in
Mexico protesting the factory's regular requirement of "beauty pag­
eants" that rearticulate patriarchal domination of women in the work­
place have generated cross-border workers' organizations that have
targeted more generally the gendered nature of both u.s. and transna­
tional industry's exploitation of maquiladora workers in Mexico and
Central America.32 With the feminization and racialization of work
that more and more relies on immigrant women and women in the
neocolonized world, different strategies for organizing emerge; for ex-

Introduction 2 I



ample, the variety of strategies for addressing the international gar­
ment industry's abuse of immigrant women workers includes actions in
the realms of both national and international law, consumer boycotts,
and national and cross-border labor organizing modes.33 These mixed
strategies do not imply the dispersal of struggle, we contend, but they
recognize a "new" laboring subject impacted at once by axes of domi­
nation previously distinguished within an ideology of separate spheres.

It must be emphasized that the differentiated nature of globalization
also produces contradictions that give rise to feminist activism in the
site of "culture," precisely because the globalization of capitalism de­
pends on the patriarchal cultural regulation of women, and because
transnational capitalism reproduces those cultural regulations in the
workplace itself. Maria Mies's discussion of the "housewifization" of
women's labor in the transnational economy, for example, demon­
strates the ways in which global restructuring is both transgressive of
and parasitic on the material culture of gendered "public" and "pri­
vate" spheres as they have distributed and organized social relations. 34

A culturally practiced division of labor that directed women toward
atomized, isolated "domestic" work is extended and rearticulated in
what Swasti Mitter has termed a newly "spatialized" gendered division
of labor that moves women from "domestic" spaces to the interna­
tional workspaces of casual, ill-paid, insecure work. 35 As Aihwa Ong
argues, the "cultural" formation of women, which often appears to run
counter to modernization, becomes a specific resource and mode of
"capitalist discipline" for forming workers who will fit into the current
needs of transnational capital.36 By the same token, women's resistance
on the level of culture has ramifications for every other sphere of social
life. Thus, a number of the essays in this volume focus on cultural
struggles, with the understanding that women's labor is not the exclu­
sive site of regulation, exploitation, and control. Clara Connolly and
Pragna Patel's essay on the activities of Women Against Fundamental­
ism in Britain makes evident that women's cultural and religious strug­
gles attack the foundations of state-sanctioned "multicultural" policies
that subordinate women and seek to discipline and exploit immigrant
communities. Similarly, Homa Hoodfar's essay on veiling practices
among Muslim women demonstrates that women's struggles on the
terrain of culture and religion powerfully shape women's resistance in
the labor force and participation in the political sphere. Tani Barlow's
essay on the figure of "woman" in post-Maoist People's Republic of
China suggests that the disciplining of women's bodies in culture is
central to a state project that seeks to regulate the relationship between
China and the larger network of Asian capitalist states.
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CULTURAL POLITICS AS ALTERNATIVE RATIONALITIES

Transnational capitalism has reconfigured the mode of production in
ways that are parasitic on the nation-state and its institutions, but rely
on a disempowered citizenry; it continues to exploit labor, but redefines
and differentiates who that labor is in terms of gender, race, and nation,
and thus seeks to preclude the formation of a univocal international
proletarian subject. It seeks to extend universal commodification, but
by conditions that so impoverish the mass of the global workforce that
unrestricted access to those commodities is limited to a few elites within
a few nations. This unevenness in the processes of commodification
generates contradictions across the globe: the deindustrialization of the
United States and Europe and the shift of manufacturing operations to
Asia and Latin America result not only in a relatively diminished base
of consumers in relation to the expanded exploitation of labor power,
but also in an intensification of the monopolization of resources by
some and the immiseration of an ever increasing proportion of the
world's population. Furthermore, as the base of consumers fails to ex­
pand in keeping with the expansion of the mode of production, the cap­
italist transformation of culture by way of universal commodification
falls short of the exaggerated completion claimed by some theorists of
globalization. Therefore, contradictions emerge along the fault lines
between the exigencies of capitalist production and the cultural forms
directly and indirectly engaged by those disciplines of production.

Within modernity, the sphere of culture is defined by its separation
from the economic and political, within the general differentiation of
spheres that constitute "society." Against this model, "premodern cul­
tures" are defined as lacking such differentiation or complexity. Several
of the essays collected here address orientalist representations of the
"primitive": Hoodfar criticizes colonialist understandings of veiling
practices among Muslim women; Martin Manalansan problematizes
the Eurocentric gay representa~ions of Filipino gay practices as "un­
developed" and "premodern" precisely because they do not seek to
enter into a public sphere of visibility. Orientalist definitions of moder­
nity suggest that modern societies "have" culture, while nonmodern
societies "are" culture. Against either of these notions - culture spe­
cialized as the aesthetic, or culture defined in anthropological terms­
we have sought to elaborate a conception of culture as emerging in the
economic and political processes of modernization. This is not to say
that culture is the space in which capital as commodification reigns;
rather, as we have been arguing, it is the space through which both the
reproduction of capitalist social relations and antagonism to that re-
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production are articulated. If the tendency of transnational capitalism is
to commodify everything and therefore to collapse the cultural into the
economic, it is precisely where labor, differentiated rather than "ab­
stract," is being commodified that the cultural becomes political again. 37

Insofar as transnational or neocolonial capitalism has shown itself able
to proliferate through the seizure of multiple cultural forms, at the same
time it brings to light more clearly than earlier capital regimes the
volatility of the cultural space as a site of contradictions. To repeat our
earlier formulation, culture becomes politically important where a cul­
tural formation comes into contradiction with an economic or political
logic that tries to refunction it for exploitation or domination.

One classic instance of such a contradiction between cultural forma­
tions and a dominant logic has been analyzed in relation to anticolonial
nationalism that seeks to use "traditional" cultural forms in a modern­
izing project. It is no less true for the political function of culture in
postmodern capitalism. As we have seen, under colonialism the corre­
spondence between the modern differentiation of spheres and the re­
production of capitalism did not hold. Postmodern capitalism, in new
ways, dispenses with the differentiation of spheres as part of its logic of
exploitation; rather than passing by way of a fully articulated civil
society, postmodern transnational capitalism exacerbates and inten­
sifies the unevennesses of various national states' transformations of
colonial societies. In some cases, it passes by way of state-sponsored
modernization, as in some authoritarian states in Asia and Latin Amer­
ica, where it produces the economic forms of capital without the corre­
sponding civil society; the effects of these contradictions have already
become manifest in the antagonism between "indigenous" movements
and the state, and in liberalizing movements. Where transnational capi­
tal comes into contradiction with the autonomy of the nation-state,
national struggles against global capitalism, such as in Cuba, China,
and Nicaragua, attest to the difficulties and successes of such struggles
that often are forced by international pressures into their own forms of
state modernization. But where transnational capital grasps hold of
forms it might regard as "backward," brutally seizing on existent social
forms rather than awaiting their transformation through the nation­
state's modernizing projects, it precisely produces conditions for alter­
native practices that have not been homogenized by economic and
political modernity within the postcolonial nation-state.

While it should be clear that we are making use of the Marxist
concept of contradiction, we are revising it away from the classical
notions of the primary antagonism between capital and labor and the
emergence of proletarian consciousness in order to reconceptualize its
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sites and effects. Multiple sites of contradiction emerge where hetero­
geneous social formations that are the differential counterformations
of modernity are impacted by and brought into contradiction with
postmodern modes of global capitalism. The essays collected here con­
sider different sites of contradiction: what they consider are not prin­
cipally economically produced contradictions, but contradictions that
emerge between capitalist economic formations and the social and cul­
tural practices they presume but cannot dictate. These contradictions
give rise to cross-race and cross-national projects, feminist movements,
anticolonial struggles, and politicized cultural practices.

Linkages between such differentiated movements are of paramount
importance. Transnational capitalism no longer needs to operate within
the nation as a legal, political, cultural entity, but instead needs the
nation as a means of regulating labor, materials, and capital. As we have
argued, transnational capitalism exacerbates contradiction and antag­
onism between the "local" or regional sites of exploitation and the
nation-state. It is the differentiation of the mode of production that
permits the exploitation of localities and makes them, rather than the
national, the principal nodes of contradiction and therefore the sites
of emergent political practices. Indeed, it may be that resistances are
more and more articulated through linkings of localities that take place
across and below the level of the nation-state, and not by way of a
politics that moves at the level of the national or modern institutions.
The essays in this volume go some way toward suggesting the contours
of the work of aligning local struggles whose very condition it is to be
disjoined and differentiated.

Some of the essays in the volume point specifically to black racial
solidarities that form against domination and economic exploitation
that are global in scope: Escobar outlines the ways Afro-Colombian
movements articulate themselves along racial lines in an intervention
against the economic and ecological destruction of native communities;
Lipsitz writes about Black soldiers in World War II wanting to join the
Japanese army in a cross-race, cross-national, anti-imperialist effort;
Farred writes of the San Domingan slave revolt as a model for black
anticolonial movements in the Caribbean and Africa. Other essays
point to feminist practices: Hoodfar discusses the ways in which wom­
en's practices of veiling destabilize Western orientalist constructions of
Muslim women, while cutting across national patriarchal determina­
tions and linking women cross-nationally. Connolly and Patel's essay
discusses the linking of South Asian, Irish, and Caribbean immigrant
women in Britain within a coalition that is at once antistatist and anti­
fundamentalist. Davis reflects on "unlikely coalitions": between the
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environmental justice movement and U.S. communities of color, be­
tween African American women and Asian immigrant laborers, be­
tween prisoners in an overdeveloped "prison-industrial complex" and
students impacted by the underfunding of schooling. Other essays, like
Bhatia's discussion of the Indian People's Theatre, connect anticolonial
struggle with a global antifascist one in ways that necessarily refuse the
logic of elite nationalism's prioritization of identity. Antiracism, femi­
nism, and anticolonialism must constantly address national economic
exploitation and political disenfranchisements, and in doing so deploy
countercultural forms and create alternative public spheres. The Poli­
tics of Culture in the Shadow of Capital emphasizes that the linking of
such forms "below" the level of the nation, and across national sites,
has had a long and inadequately documented history, the recovery of
which is equally if not more important in the present conjuncture.

In this volume, we hope not only to document but to stimulate the
pursuit of further possibilities for linking through a differently con­
ceived "politics of culture." In doing so, we argue that returning to
political economy as the master narrative and the foundational ra­
tionale for "political" transformation, by both left and conservative
thinkers, is itself an aftereffect of modernity that would overlook the
work of culture, regarding it as universally commodified. To relegate
culture to commodification is to replay older arguments about the au­
tonomy of the cultural sphere; neither conception of culture, as com­
modified or as aesthetic culture, admits culture's imbrication in politi­
cal and economic relations. The essays here specify instead cultural
formations that have emerged, over time, in contradiction to the mod­
ern division of spheres and its rationalizing modes; described here,
culture involves simultaneously work, pleasure, consumption, spir­
ituality, "aesthetic" production, and reproduction, within an ongoing
process of historical transformation in contradiction with colonial and
neocolonial capitalism. Culture, understood in this way, constitutes a
site in which the reproduction of contemporary capitalist social rela­
tions may be continually contested. In such cultural struggles, we find
no less a redefinition of "the political," for in contradistinction to ab­
stract modern divisions of society, the political has never been a discrete
sphere of practice within the nation-state; these essays demonstrate
that "politics" must be grasped instead as always braided within "cul­
ture" and cultural practices. The politics of culture exists as the very
survival of alternative practices to those of globalized capital, the very
survival of alternatives to the incessant violence of the new transna­
tional order with its reconstituted patriarchies and racisms. Violence is
manifest wherever capital generates its contradictions. The unimagin-
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able violence of the past years - in Indonesia, Korea, Taiwan, the Phil­
ippines, South Africa, Chile, Guatemala, and Nicaragua, to name only
a few spaces - is the sign not only of capital's now unrestricted bru­
tality, but also of the insistence of alternatives and the refusal to submit
to homogenization. Our moment is not one of fatalistic despair; faces
turned toward the past, we do not seek to make whole what has been
smashed, but to move athwart the storm into a future in which the
debris is more than just a residue: it holds the alternative.
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colonial capitalism, and now in transnational capitalism, it is through differ­
entiating, rather than homogenizing, labor forces that capital expands and
profits. For further discussion of Marx's concepts of "abstract" and "real"
labor, see Dipesh Chakrabarty's "The Time of History and the Times of Gods"
in this volume; and Lisa Lowe, Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural
Politics (Durham: Duke University Press, 1996), chap. I.

Our argument throughout this introduction, and that of the papers in this
volume, is that within the logic of capital, neither the economic nor the political
subject have ever emerged as pure abstractions. To grasp the implications of
this demands a rethinking of Marxism, right at the core of the labor theory of
value, and prompts a new understanding of the continual production of cul­
tural differences in the history of modernity. Culture is, over and again, the field
on which economic and political contradictions are articulated.
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DIPESH CHAKRABARTY

The Time ofHistory and

the Times of Gods

In truth, the historian can never get away from the question of time in history:

time sticks to his thinking like soil to a gardener's spade. FERNAND BRAUDEL,

On History

The vulgar representation of time as a precise and homogeneous continuum

has ... diluted the Marxist concept of history. GIORGIO AGAMBEN, Infancy

and History

At its core, this essay is about the problems a secular subject like history
faces in handling imaginations in which gods, spirits, or the super­
natural have agency in the world. My central examples concern the
history of work in South Asia. Labor, the activity of producing, is
seldom a completely secular activity in India. It often entails, through
rituals big and small, the invocation of divine or super-human presence.
Secular histories are produced usually by ignoring the signs of these
presences. In effect, we have two systems of thought, one in which the
world is ultimately, that is, in the final analysis, disenchanted, and
the other in which the humans are not the only meaningful agents. For
the purpose of writing history, the first system, the secular, translates
the second into itself. It is the question of this translation - its methods
and problems - that interests me here as part of a broader effort to
situate the question of subaltern history within a postcolonial critique
of modernity and of history itself.

This critique has to issue from within a dilemma that must mark a
project such as subaltern studies. The dilemma is this: Writing sub­
altern history, documenting resistance to oppression and exploitation,
must be part of a larger effort to make the world more socially just. To
wrench subaltern studies away from the keen sense of social justice that
gave rise to the project would be to violate the spirit that gives this
project its sense of commitment and intellectual energy. Indeed, it may
be said that it would be to violate the history of realist prose in India,
for it may be legitimately argued that the administration of justice by
modern institutions requires us to imagine the world through the lan­
guages of the social sciences, that is, as disenchanted.



History's own time is godless, continuous, and, to follow Benjamin,
empty and homogeneous. By this I mean that in employing modern
historical consciousness (whether in academic writing or outside of it),
we think of a world that, in Weber's description, is already disen­
chanted. Gods, spirits, and other "supernatural" forces can claim no
agency in our narratives. Further, this time is empty because it acts as a
bottomless sack: any number of events can be put inside it; and it is
homogeneous because it is not affected by any particular events: its
existence is independent of such events and in a sense it exists prior to
them. Events happen in time but time is not affected by them. The tilne
of human history - as any popular book on the evolution of this uni­
verse will show - merges, when thought of backwards, into the time of
prehistory, of evolutionary and geological changes going back to the
beginning of the universe. It is part of nature. This is what allowed
J. B. 5. Haldane once to write a book with the telltale title Everything
Has a History.l Hence the time of Newtonian science is not different to
the time historians automatically assume as providing the ontological
justification of their work. Things may move faster or slower in this
time: that is simply the problem of velocity and speed. And the tilne
may be cyclical or linear: the weeks belong to cyclical time, the English
years go in hundred-year cycles, while the procession of years is a line.
And historians may with justification talk about different regions of
time: domestic time, work time, the time of the state, and so on. But all
these times, whether cyclical or linear, fast or slow, are normally treated
not as parts of a system of conventions, a cultural code of representa­
tion, but as something more objective, something belonging to "na­
ture" itself. This nature/culture division becomes clear when we look at
nineteenth-century uses of archaeology, for instance, in dating histories
that provided no easy arrangements of chronology.

It is not that historians and philosophers of history are unaware of
such a commonplace as the claim that modern historical consciousness,
or for that matter academic history, as genres are of recent origin (as
indeed are the imaginations of the modern sciences). Nor have they
been slow to acknowledge the changes these genres have undergone
since their inception.2 The naturalism of historical time lies in the belief
that everything can be historicized. 50 while the nonnaturalness of
history, the discipline, is granted, the assumed universal applicability of
its method entails a further assumption: that it is always possible to
assign people, places, and objects to a naturally existing, continuous
flow of historical time. 3 Thus, irrespective of a society's own under-
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standing of temporality, a historian will always be able to produce a
time line for the globe whose structure is like this:

Time Events in

T I Area X Area Y Area Z

T 2 Area X Area Y Area Z

It does not matter if any of these areas were inhabited by peoples such
as the Hawaiians or the Hindus, who (unlike, as some would say, the
Chinese or the Arabs) did not have a "sense of chronological history"­
as distinct from other forms of memories and understandings of his­
toricity- before European arrival. Contrary to whatever they may
have thought and however they may have organized their memories,
the historian has the capacity to put them back into a time we all are
supposed to have shared, consciously or not. History as a code thus
invokes a natural, homogeneous, secular, calendrical time without
which the story of human evolution/civilization - a single human his­
tory, that is - cannot be told. In other words, the code of the secular
calendar that frames historical explanations has this claim built into it:
that independent of culture or consciousness, people exist in historical
time. That is why it is always possible to discover "history" (say, after
European contact) even if you were not aware of its existence in the
past. History is supposed to exist in the same way as the earth does, for
instance.

I begin with the assumption that, to put it strongly, this time, the
basic code of history, is not something that belongs to nature (i.e., is not
completely independent of human systems of representation). It stands
for a particular formation of the modern subject. This is not to say that
this understanding of time is false or that it can be given up at will. But,
clearly, the kind of correspondence that exists between our sensory
worlds and the Newtonian imagination of the universe, between our
experience of secular time and the time of physics, breaks down in
many post-Einsteinian constructions. In the Newtonian universe, as in
historical imagination, "events" are more or less separable from their
descriptions: what is factual is seen as translatable from mathematics
into prose or between different languages. Thus an elementary book on
Newtonian physics can be written completely in Bengali alphabet and
numerals, using a minimum of mathematical signs. But not so with
post-Einsteinian physics: language strains wildly when trying to convey
in prose the mathematical imagination contained in an expression like
"curved space" (for, thinking commonsensically, in what would such a
space exist if not in space itself?). In this second case, one might say that
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the assumption of translatability does not quite hold, that the imagina­
tion of Einsteinian physics is best learned through the language of its
mathematics - for we are speaking of a universe of events where the
events cannot be separated from their descriptions. Modern physics,
one might say, took the linguistic turn early in this century. Post­
Einsteinian cosmology, as the physicist Paul Davis puts it, makes even
mathematical sense only so long as we do not try to take "a God's-eye­
view" of the universe (i.e., so long as one does not try to totalize
or to view the "whole"). "I have grown used to dealing with the
weird and wonderful world of relativity," writes Davis. "The ideas of
space-warps, distortions in time and space and multiple universes have
become everyday tools in the strange trade of the theoretical physi­
cist.... 1 believe that the reality exposed by modern physics is fun­
damentally alien to the human mind, and defies all power of direct
visualization...."4

Historians writing after the so-called linguistic turn may not any
longer think that "events" are completely accessible by language, but
the more sober among them would strive to avoid absolute lunacy by
resorting to weaker versions of this position. As put in the recent book
Telling the Truth about History by Lynn Hunt and her colleagues,
historians, writing in the aftermath of postmodernism, would work
toward an ideal of "workable truths," approximations of "facts" that
can be agreed to by all even after it is granted that language and repre­
sentations always form a (thin?) film between us and the world (in the
same way we can mostly ignore the insights of Einsteinian or quantum
physics in negotiating our everyday movements in practical life). The
higher ideal of translatability between different languages - thus Viet­
namese history into Bengali - remains something worth striving for
even if language always foils the effort. This ideal- a modified Newto­
nianism - is, in their view, the historians' protection against the sheer
madness of postmodernist and cultural relativist talk about "untrans­
latability," "incommensurability," and all that.5

Unlike in the world of the physicist Paul Davis, then, the imagina­
tion of "reality" in the discipline of history is dependent on the capaci­
ties of "the human mind," its powers of visualization. The use of the
definite article is critical here, for this "reality" aspires to achieve a
status of transparency with regard to particular human languages, an
ideal of objectivity entertained by Newtonian science where translation
between different languages is mediated by the higher language of sci­
ence itself. Thus pani in Hindi and water in English can both be medi­
ated by H 20. Needless to say, it is only the higher language that is
capable of appreciating, if not expressing, the capacities of "the human
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mind." I would suggest that the idea of a godless, continuous, empty,
and homogeneous time that history shares with the other social sci­
ences and modern political philosophy as a basic building block be­
longs to this model of a higher, overarching language - a structure of
generality, an aspiration toward the scientific - which is built into con­
versations that take the modern historical consciousness for granted.

A proposition of radical untranslatability therefore comes as a prob­
lem to the universal categories that sustain the historian's enterprise.
But it is also a false problem created by the very nature of the universal
itself that aims to function as a supervening general construction medi­
ating between all the particulars on the ground. The secular code of
historical and humanist time - that is, a time bereft of gods and spir­
its - is one such universal. Claims about agency on behalf of the re­
ligious, the supernatural, the divine, and the ghostly have to be medi­
ated in terms of this universal. The social scientist-historian assumes
that "contexts" explain particular gods: If we could all have the same
context, then we would all have the same gods as well. But there is a
problem. Whereas the sameness of our "sciences" can be guaranteed all
the world over, the sameness of our gods and spirits cannot be proved
in quite the same objective manner (notwithstanding the protestations
of the well-meaning that all religions speak of the same God). So it
could be said that while the "sciences" signify some kind of sameness in
our take on the world across cultures, the "gods" signify differences
(bracketing for the moment the history of conversion, which I touch
on, very briefly, in a later section). Writing about the presence of gods
and spirits in the secular language of history or sociology would there­
fore be like an act of translating into a universal language what belongs
to a field of differences.

The history of work in South Asia provides an interesting example
of this problem. Work and labor are words deeply implicated in the
production of universal sociologies. Labor is one of the key categories
in the imagination of capitalism itself. In the same way that we think of
capitalism coming into being in all sorts of contexts, we also imagine
this modern category work or labor to emerge in all kinds of histories.
This is what makes possible studies in the genre of "history of work
in...." In this sense, "labor" or "work" has the same status in my
posing of the problem as does H 20 in the relation between water and
pani. Yet the fact is that the modern word labor~ as every historian of
labor in India knows, translates into a general category a whole host of
words with divergent and different associations. What complicates the
story further is the fact that in a society such as the Indian, human
activity (including what one would, sociologically speaking, regard as
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"labor") is often associated with the presence and agency of gods or
spirits in the very process of labor itself. Hathiyar puja or the "worship
of tools," for example, is a common and familiar festival in many north
Indian factories. How do we - and I mean narrators of the pasts of the
subaltern classes in India - handle this problem of the presence of the
divine or the supernatural in the very history of labor as we render this
enchanted world into our disenchanted prose, a rendering required, let
us say, in the interest of social justice? And how do we, in doing this,
still retain the subaltern (in whose activity gods or spirits present them­
selves) as the subjects of their histories? I will go over this question by
examining the work of three subaltern studies historians who have
produced fragments of histories of work in the context of "capitalist
transition" in India: Gyan Prakash, Gyan Pandey, and myself. And I
hope that my discussion will have something to say about the histo­
rian's enterprise in general.

II

Let me begin with an example from my research in labor history. Con­
sider the following description from the 1930S of a particular festival
(still quite common in India) that entails the worshiping of machinery
by workers:

In some of the jute mills near Calcutta the mechanics often sacrifice goats at this

time [autumn]. A separate altar is erected by the mechanics Various tools

and other emblems are placed upon it.... Incense is burnt Towards evening

a male goat is thoroughly washed ... and prepared for a final sacrifice .

The animal is decapitated at one stroke ... [and] the head is deposited in the .

sacred Ganges....6

This particular festival is celebrated in many parts of north India as a
public holiday for the working class, the day being named after the
engineer god Vishvakarma. How do we read it? To the extent that this
day has now become a "public" holiday in India, it has obviously been
subjected to a process of bargaining among employers, workers, and
the state. One could also argue that, insofar as the ideas of "recrea­
tion" and "leisure" belong to a discourse on what makes labor efficient
and productive, this "religious" holiday itself belongs to the process
through which labor is managed and disciplined and is hence a part of
the history of emergence of abstract labor in commodity form (for the
very "public" nature of the holiday shows that it has been written into
an emergent national, secular calendar of production). We could thus
produce a secular narrative that would apply, really, to any working-
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class "religious" holiday anywhere. Christmas or the Muslim festival Id
could be seen in the same light. The difference between Vishvakarma
puja (worship) and Christmas or Id would then be explained anthropo­
logically, that is, by holding another master code - "culture" or "reli­
gion" - constant and universal. The "differences" between "religions"
are by definition incapable of bringing the master category "culture" or
"religion" into any kind of crisis. We know that these categories are
problematic, that not all people have things called "culture" or "reli­
gion" in the English senses of these words, but we have to operate as
though this limitation was not of any great moment. This was exactly
how I treated this episode in my own book. The workers' practices
suggesting a belief in gods was no threat to my Marxism or liberalism.
Worshiping of machinery - an everyday fact of life in India, from taxis,
to scooter-rickshaws, minibuses, and lathe machines - was something I
interpreted, as do many of my colleagues in labor history, as an insur­
ance policy against accidents and contingencies. That in the so-called
religious imagination as in language, redundancy - the huge and, from
a strictly functionalist point of view, unnecessarily elaborate panoply of
iconography and rituals - itself proved the poverty of a purely func­
tionalist approach, never deterred my Marxist narrative. (The question
of whether or not the workers had a conscious or doctrinal belief in
gods and spirits would also be wide of the mark; after all, gods are as
real as ideology is, that is to say, after Zizek, they are embedded in
practices. 7 More often than not, their presence is collectively invoked
by rituals rather than by conscious belief.)

Gyan Prakash's monograph on the history of "bonded" labor in
Bihar in colonial India contains an imaginative discussion on bhuts
(spirits) that are thought to have supernatural power over humans,
while not belonging to the pantheon of divinity. Prakash documents
how these bhuts intercede in the relations of agrarian production in
Gaya in the Indian state of Bihar, particularly a special category of bhut
called malik devata (spirits of dead landlords). But Prakash's mono­
graph, at the same time, is part of a conversation in academia, as all
good work has to be, for that is the condition of its production. This
conversation is also an inherent part of the process through which
books and ideas express their commodified character; they all partici­
pate in a general economy of exchange made possible through the
emergence of abstract, generalizing ideas. It is instructive, therefore, to
see how the protocols of that conversation necessarily structure Pra­
kash's explanatory framework and thereby obliterate from view some
of the tensions of irreducible plurality I am trying to visualize in the
very history of labor itself. Prakash writes:

Time ofHistory and Times of Gods 4 I



In such fantastic images, the malik's [landlord's] power was reconstructed. Like

Tio, the devil worshipped by the miners in Bolivia, the malik represented subor­

dination of the Bhuinyas [laborers] by landlords. But whereas Tio expressed the

alienation of miners from capitalist production, as Michael Taussig so elo­

quently argues, the malik devata of colonial Gaya echoed the power of the

landlords over kamiyas [bonded labor] based on land control. 8

Now, Prakash is not wrong in any simple sense. His sensitivity to the
"logic of ritual practice" is in fact exemplary. It is just that I am read­
ing this passage to understand the conditions for intertextuality that
govern its structure and allow a conversation to emerge between Pra­
kash's study, located in colonial Bihar in India, and Taussig's study of
labor in the Bolivian tin mines. How do the specific and the general
come together in this play of intertextuality, for we are trying to think
our way to the art of "holding apart" that which coalesces within the
process of this "coming together" of disparate histories?

The intertextuality of the passage from Prakash is based on the
simultaneous assertion of likeness and dissimilarity between malik de­
vata and Tio: witness the contradictory moves made by the two phrases
"like Tio" and "whereas Tio." They are similar in that they have similar
relationship to "power": they "express" and "echo" it. Their difference,
however, is absorbed in a larger theoretic-universal difference between
two different kinds of power, capitalist production and "land control."
Pressed to the extreme, "power" itself must emerge as a last-ditch
universal-sociological category (as indeed happens in texts that look
for sociology in Foucault). But this "difference" already belongs to the
sphere of the general.

A structure of generality within which specificities and differences
are contained is normally the condition for conversation between histo­
rians and social scientists working on disparate sites. Paul Veyne's dis­
tinction between specificity and singularity is of relevance here. As
Veyne puts it: "History is interested in individualized events ... but it is
not interested in their individuality; it seeks to understand them - that
is, to find among them a kind of generality or, more precisely, of speci­
ficity. It is the same with natural history; its curiosity is inexhaustible,
all the species matter to it and none is superfluous, but it does not
propose the enjoyment of their singularity in the manner of the bestiary
of the Middle Ages, in which one could read the description of noble,
beautiful, strange or cruel animals."9

The very conception of the "specific" as it obtains in the discipline of
history, in other words, belongs to the structure of a general that neces­
sarily occludes our view of the singular. Of course, nothing exists as a
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"singular-in-itself." "Singularity" is a matter of viewing. It comes into
being when we look on things in such a way as not to see them as
"particular" expressions of that which is general. Philosophically, it is a
limit-concept, since language itself mostly speaks of the general. Facing
the singular might be a question of straining against language itself; it
could, for example, involve the consideration of the manner in which
the world, after all, remains opaque to the generalities inherent in lan­
guage. Here, however, I am using a slightly weaker - philosophically
speaking, that is - version of the idea. By "singular" I mean that which
defies the generalizing impulse of the sociological imagination. To indi­
cate what the struggle to view the singular might entail in the case of
writing history, let us begin from a seemingly absurd position and see
what happens to our intertextual conversation if we reverse the propo­
sitions of Prakash (and Taussig) to claim (a) that the "alienation of
[Bolivian] miners from capitalist production" expressed the spirit of
Tio, and (b) that "the power of the landlords over [Bihari] kamiyas"
"echoed the power" of the malik devata. The conversation stalls. Why?
Because we do not know what the relationship is between malik devata
and Tio. They do not belong to structures of generalities, nor is there
any guarantee that a relationship could exist between the two without
the mediation of the language of social science. Between "capitalist
production" and the "power of the landlord," however, the relation­
ship is known, or at least we think we know it, thanks to all the grand
narratives of transition from precapital to capital. It is always at least
implicit in our sociologies that permeate the very language of social
science writing.

The history of weaving in colonial Uttar Pradesh that Gyanendra
Pandey examines in The Construction of Communalism in Colonial
North India offers us another example of this tension between the
general secular time of history and the singular times of gods and
spirits. to Pandey's work deals with the history of a group of north
Indian Muslim weavers called the Julahas and constitutes an imagi­
native radical reexamination of the stereotype of religious fanatics
through which the British colonial officials saw them. The Julahas,
Pandey shows, faced increasing displacement from their craft as a con­
sequence of colonial economic policies in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, and this had much to do with the history of their
culture in this period. Pandey's text, however, displays tensions similar
to those that operate in Prakash's. On the one hand there is the figure of
the weaver-in-general-during-early-industrialization that underlies his
comparativist gestures toward European history. The sentence that
opens the chapter on "The Weavers" in E. P. Thompson's The Making
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of the English Working Class - "The history of the weavers in the
nineteenth century is haunted by the legend of better days" - and a
generalizing quote from Marx act as the framing devices for Pandey's
chapter. "[B]ecause of the nature of their occupation," writes Pandey,
"weavers everywhere have been commonly dependent on money lend­
ers and other middlemen and vulnerable to the play of the market
forces, all the more so in the era of the advance of industrial capital­
ism"; he adds a few pages later, "The history of the north Indian weav­
ers in the nineteenth century is, in E. P. Thompson's phrase from an­
other context, 'haunted by the legend of better days.' "11 Further on, he
writes in a Thompsonian vein of the weavers' "fight to preserve ... their
economic and social status" and of "their memories and pride" that
fueled this fight. 12

Pandey's own sensitivity and his acute sense of responsibility to the
evidence, on the other hand, presents the question of difference, already
hinted at in his gesture of assigning the Thompson quote to a "differ­
ent context," in such a forceful manner that the comparativist stance
is rendered positively problematic. The "legend of better days" in
Thompson's account is entirely secular. It refers to a golden age made
up of stories about "personal and ... close" relations between "small
masters and their men," about "strongly organized trade societies,"
about relative material prosperity, and about the weavers' "deep at­
tachment to the values of independence."13 A Wesleyan church in the
village community marked if anything a physical distance between
the loom and God, and the weavers, as Thompson says, were often
critical of the "parish-church pa'son's."14 God, on the other hand, is
ever present in the very phenomenology of weaving in north India, as
Pandey explains it, and it is a rather different god from Thompson's.
Indeed, as Pandey himself makes clear, work and worship were two
inseparable activities to the Julahas, so inseparable in fact that one
could ask whether it makes sense to ascribe to them the identity of
what only in the secular and overlapping languages of the census, ad­
ministration, and sociology becomes the name of their "occupation":
weavIng.

As Pandey explains, his weavers called themselves nurbafor "weav­
ers of light." Drawing on Deepak Mehta's study of "Muslim weavers in
two villages of Bara Banki district," Pandey notes "the intimate connec­
tion between work and worship in the lives of the weavers, and the
centrality of the weavers' major religious text (or kitab), the Mufid-ul­
Mominin in the practice of both." The Mufid-ul-Mominin, Pandey
adds, "relates how the practice of weaving came into the world at its
very beginning" (by a version of the Adam, Hawwa [Eve], and Jabril
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[Gabriel] story), and "lists nineteen supplicatory prayers to be uttered
in the different stages of weaving."15 During the initiation of novices,
notes Pandey, "all the prayers associated with the loom are recited....
'The male headweaver, in whose household this initiation takes place,
reads out all of Adam's questions and jabril's answers from the kitab
during the first six days of the month when both the loom and the
karkhana [workshop or work-loom] are ritually cleaned.' When the
loom is passed on from father to son, again, 'the entire conversation
between Adam and Jabril is read out once by a holy man.' "16 To cap it
all, this was nothing like an enactment of some "memory" of times
past, not a nostalgia, as Thompson sees it, haunted by the "legend of
better days." The Mufid-ul-Mominin is not a book that has come down
to present-day Julahas from a hoary antiquity. Deepak Mehta ex­
pressed the view to Pandey that "[it] may well date from the post­
Independence period," while Pandey himself is decidedly of the opinion
that "it is more than likely that the Mufid-ul-Mominin came to occupy
this place as the 'book' of the weavers fairly recently - not before the
late nineteenth or the early twentieth century in any case, for it is only
from that time that the name 'Momin' (i.e. the faithful) was claimed as
their own by the weavers."I?

So Pandey's Julahas are both quite like and quite unlike Thompson's
weavers, and it is their difference that allows us to raise the question of
singularity. Was their god the same as the god of Thompson's Wes­
leyans? How would one translate into the other? Can we take this
translation through some idea of a universal and freely exchangeable
god, an icon of our humanism? I cannot answer the question because of
my ignorance - I have no intimate knowledge of the Julahas' god - but
Richard Eaton's study of Islamic mysticism in the Deccan in India gives
us further insight into what I might crudely call nonsecular phenome­
nologies of labor. 18

Eaton quotes from seventeenth-, eighteenth-, and early nineteenth­
century Sufi manuscripts songs that Muslim women in the Deccan sang
while engaged in such "domestic" tasks as spinning, grinding millet,
and rocking children to sleep. They all reveal, as Eaton puts it, "the
ontological link between God, the Prophet, the pir [the Sufi teacher]
and [work]."19 "As the chakki [grindstone] turns, so we find God,"
Eaton quotes an early eighteenth-century song; "it shows its life in
turning as we do in breathing." Divinity is brought to presence some­
times through analogy, as in:

The chakki's handle resembles alif, which means Allah;

And the axle is Muhammad ...
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and sometimes in ways that make the bodily labor of work and worship
absolutely inseparable experiences, as is suggested by this song sung at
the spinning wheel:

As you take the cotton, you should do zikr-i jali [Zikr=mention of God].

As you separate the cotton, you should do zikr-i qalbi,

And as you spool the thread you should do zikr-i 'aini.

Zikr should be uttered from the stomach through the chest,

And threaded through the throat.

The threads of breath should be counted one by one, oh sister.

Up to twenty-four thousand.

Do this day and night,

And offer it to your pir as a gift.20

Straining further toward the singularity of this phenomenology of turn­
ing the chakki would require us to explore the differences between the
different kinds of zikrs mentioned in this song and to enter imag­
inatively the "mysticism" (once again, a generalizing name!) that en­
velops them. But on what grounds do we assume, ahead of any inves­
tigation, that this divine presence invoked at every turn of the chakki
will translate neatly into a secular history of labor so that - transfer­
ring the argument back to the context of the tool-worshiping factory
workers - the human beings collected in modern industries may indeed
appear as the subjects of a metanarrative of Marxism, socialism, or
even democracy?

Let me make it very clear that it is not the raging Medusa of cultural
relativism rearing her ugly head in my writing at this point. To allow for
plurality, signified by the plurality of gods, is to think singularities. To
think singularities, however - and this I must make clear since so many
scholars these days are so prone to see parochialism, essentialism, or
"cultural relativism" in every claim of non-Western difference - is not
to make a claim against the demonstrable and documentable perme­
ability of cultures and languages. It is in fact to appeal to models of
cross-cultural and cross-categorical translations that do not, unlike in
sociological or social-scientistic thinking, take a universal middle term
for granted. The Hindi pani may be translated into the English water
without having to go through the science of H 20. In this, at least in
India but perhaps elsewhere as well, we have something to learn from
nonmodern instances of cross-categorical translation. I give an exam­
ple here of translation of Hindi gods into expressions of Islamic divinity
that was performed in an eighteenth-century Bengali religious text
called Shunya-puran. (The evidence belongs to the "history of conver­
sion" to Islam in Bengal.) This text has a description, well-known to
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students of Bengali literature, of Islamic wrath falling upon a group of
oppressive Brahmins and in the course of this description gives the
following account of an exchange of identities between individual
Hindu deities and their Islamic counterparts:

Dharma who resided in Baikuntha was grieved to see all this [Brahminic mis­

conduct]. He came to the world as a Muhammadan ... [and] was called

Khoda.... Brahma incarnated himself as Muhammad, Visnu as Paigambar and

Civa became Adamfa (Adam). Ganesa came as a Gazi, Kartika as a Kazi,

Narada became a Sekha and Indra a Moulana. The Risis of heaven became

Fakirs.... The goddess Chandi incarnated herself as Haya Bibi [the wife of the

original man] and Padmavati became Bibi Nur [Nur=light].21

Eaton's recent study of Islam in Bengal gives many more such instances.
Consider the case of an Arabic-Sanskrit bilingual inscription from a
thirteenth-century mosque in coastal Gujarat that Eaton cites in his
discussion. The Arabic part of this inscription, dated 1264, "refers to
the deity worshipped in the mosque as Allah," while, as Eaton puts it,
"the Sanskrit text of the same inscription addresses the supreme god by
the names Visvanatha ('lord of the universe'), Sunyarupa ('one whose
form is of the void'), and Visvarupa ('having various forms')."22 Fur­
ther on, Eaton gives more examples from medieval Bengal of such
cross-categorial translation: "The sixteenth-century poet Haji Muham­
mad identified the Arabic Allah with Gosai (Skt. 'Master'), Saiyid Mur­
taza identified the Prophet's daughter Fatima with Jagat-janani (Skt.
'Mother of the World'), and Saiyid Sultan identified the God of Adam,
Abraham, and Moses with Prabhu (Skt. 'Lord')."23

The interesting point, for our purpose and in our language, is how
the translations that take place in these passages take barter for their
model of exchange rather than that of a generalized exchange of com­
modities which always needs the mediation of a universal, homogeniz­
ing middle term (such as, in Marxism, "abstract labor"). The transla­
tions here are based on very local, particular, one-for-one exchanges,
guided in part, no doubt, at least in the case of Shunya-puran, by the
poetic requirements of alliterations, meter, rhetorical conventions, and
so on. There are surely rules in these exchanges, but the point is that,
even if I cannot decipher them all- and even if they are not all de­
cipherable, that is to say, even if the processes of translation contain a
degree of opacity - it can be safely asserted that these rules cannot and
would not claim to have the "universal" character of the rules that
sustain conversations between social scientists working in disparate
sites of the world.

One critical aspect of this mode of translation is that it makes no
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appeal to any implicit universals or sociologies. Codes are switched
locally, without going through a universal set of rules. Which is another
way of saying that there are no overarching censoring/limiting/defining
systems of thought that neutralize and relegate differences to the mar­
gins, nothing like an overarching category of "religion" that is sup­
posed to remain unaffected by differences between the entities it seeks
to name and thereby contain. The very obscurity of the translation
process would allow the incorporation of that which, strictly speaking,
is untranslatable. It is obvious that this nonmodern mode of translation
lends itself more easily to fiction, particularly of the nonrealist or
magic-realist variety practiced today, than to the secular prose of soci­
ology or history.24 In these fictive narratives, gods and spirits can indeed
be agents. But then what of history? What of its abiding allegiance to
secular, continuous, empty, homogeneous time? And what of the proj­
ect of Marxist-subaltern history in which my work participates?

I want to argue that the question of having to translate difference
back into the sociological/secular same poses an ethical challenge to
our writing. The following section takes up this point.

III

The ethical challenge is twofold. Mine is not a postmodern argument
announcing the death of history and recommending fiction writing as a
career for all historians. (For one thing, I do not have the talents to do
this.) But personal talents apart, there is another reason why the train­
ing of the mind in modern historical consciousness is justified even
from the point of view of the subaltern, and this has to do with the
intermeshing of the logic of secular human sciences with that of bu­
reaucracies. One cannot argue with modern bureaucracies and other
instruments of governmentality without recourse to the secular time
and narratives of history and sociology. The subaltern classes need this
knowledge to fight their battles for social justice. It would therefore be
unethical not to make historical consciousness available to everybody,
in particular the subaltern classes. When has the International Mone­
tary Fund or the United Nations listened to an argument involving the
agency of gods?

Yet at the same time, historicism - the idea that things develop in
historical time, that this time is empty and homogeneous, that history is
layered and contains what Marx called the "unvanquished remnants of
the past," something that Marxists (after Ernst Bloch) have often tried
to capture in the expression "simultaneity of the non-simultaneous" ­
carries with it, precisely because of its openness to certain kinds of
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"evolutionism" and its association with the logic of bureaucratic deci­
sion making, an inherent modernist elitism that silently lodges itself
into our everyday consciousness.25

Historicism, as Heidegger explained in his critique, consists in a very
particular understanding of the question of contemporaneity: the idea
that things from different historical periods can exist in the same time
(the so-called simultaneity of the non-simultaneous) but belong to dif­
ferent worlds. Thus we may have a "medieval" object before us, but it is
relic from a past world that is no longer there. One could, in histor­
icism, look at peasants in the same way: as survivals from a dead
world.26 This is a fundamental characteristic of historicist thought. It is
what allows us to think that the "agency of the supernatural" is a
problem from the past surviving, for good and understandable histor­
ical reasons, in a disenchanted present. So often historians see them­
selves as either reading the past off something like a palimpsest or
engaged in a work of geologic interpretation. Eaton begins the last
chapter of his meticulously researched book on Bengali Islam with a
sentence that aims to appeal to the trained aesthetic sensibility of all
historians: "Like the strata of a geologic fossil record, place names
covering the surface of a map silently testily to past historical pro­
cesses."27 I could launch into an examination here of the thought habits
of most historians, but it is not the self-regarding attitude of hist~rians
that make history, the subject, important in the world outside of aca­
demia. History is important as a form of consciousness in modernity.
(Historians may want to see themselves as its arbiters and custodians,
but that is a different question.) Let me explain, therefore, with the help
of an ordinary, casual example, how a certain sense of historical time
works in the everyday speech of public life in modern societies. Con­
sider the following statement in a newspaper article by the cultural
studies specialist Simon During in an issue of the Melbourne daily Age
(19 June 1993): "thinking about movies like OfMice and Men and The
Last ofthe Mohicans allows us to see more clearly where contemporary
culture is going."28 The source for the statement actually does not
matter, for During is not the target of my comments. My remarks
pertain to a certain habit of thought that the statement illustrates. What
I want to discuss is the imagination of historical time that is built into
this use of the word contemporary. Clearly, the word speaks a double
gesture, and an implicit acceptance of this gesture between the author
and the reader is the condition that enables the sentence to communi­
cate its point. The gesture is double because it is at the same time a
gesture of both inclusion and exclusion. Obviously, contemporary re­
fers to all that belong to a "culture" at a particular point on the (secu-
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lar} calendar that the author and the intended reader of this statement
inhabit. In that sense everybody is part of the contemporary. Yet, surely,
it is not being claimed that every element in the culture is moving
toward the destination that the author has identified in the films men­
tioned. What about, for instance, the peasants of Greece, if we could
imagine them migrating to the "now" of the speaker? (I mention the
Greeks because they constitute one of the largest groups of European
immigrants into Australia.) They may inhabit the speaker's "now" and
yet may not be going in the direction that The Last of the Mohicans
suggests.29 The implicit claim of the speaker is not that these people are
not moving, but whatever futures these others may be building for
themselves will soon be swamped and overwhelmed by the future the
author divines on the basis of his evidence. That is the gesture of exclu­
sion built into this use of the word contemporary.

If this sounds like too strong a claim, try the following thought
experiment. Suppose we argue that the contemporary is actually plural,
so radically plural that it is not possible for any particular aspect or
element to claim to represent the whole in any way (even as a possible
future). Under these conditions, a statement such as During's would be
impossible to make. We would instead have to say that "contemporary
culture," being plural and there being equality within plurality, was
going many different places at the same time (I have proble~swith "at
the same time," but let's stay with it for the present). Then there would
be no way of talking about the cutting edges, the avant-garde, the latest
that represents the future, the most modern, and so on. Without such a
rhetoric and a vocabulary and the sentiments that go with them, how­
ever, many of our everyday political strategies in the scramble for mate­
rial resources would be impossible to pursue. How would you get
government backing, research funding, institutional approval for an
idea if you could not claim on its behalf that it represents the more
"dynamic" part of the "contemporary," which thus is pictured as some­
thing already always split into two, one part rushing headlong into the
future, and another passing away into the past, something like the
"living dead" in our midst?

A certain kind of historicism, the metanarrative of progress, is thus
deeply embedded in our institutional lives however much we may de­
velop, as individual intellectuals, an attitude of incredulity toward such
metanarratives. (Lyotard in The Postmodern Condition actually con­
cedes this point. }30 This is why the subaltern classes would need the
idea of history and the historicist mode of thinking. And as intellectuals
we need tools that help us develop critiques of institutions on their own
terms, secular critiques for secular institutions of government. Hence,
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