
viii 
CONTENTS 

Afterword 

An Other Tongue, An Other Thinking, An Other Logic 

Bibliography 

Index 

313 

339 

367 

_____ Preface to the 2012 Edition ____ _ 

LOCAL HISTORIES/GLOBAL DESIGNS IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 

This book was published right at the edge of two centuries, in the year 2000. 
The main thesis advanced through it has been reinforced, since then, by the 
unfolding of global histories. For five hundred years, universal history was 
told from the perspective of one local history, that of Western civilization, an 
aberration, indeed, that passed for the truth. Ontology served philosophy 
well as it granted the Western invention of universal history the status of 
truth without parenthesis. 1 

In fact, Western civilization had constructed its own history, had assumed 
that the history of the planet was its property too and that it was the point 
of arrival in an ascending history of the human species. Not only were the 
histories of other civilizations, coexisting with the Western one, relegated to 
the past of world history and to their localities, but by being placed in the 
past and being local they were also deprived of their own claim to universal­
ity. Western civilization managed to have the epistemic privilege of narrat­
ing its own local history and projecting it onto universal history, which in 
most modern terms was the global history of preexisting and, since the Re­
naissance, coexisting civilizations. 

These were some of the concerns that motivated and sustained the argu­
ment framed in Local Histories/Global Designs. The "/" that divides and 
unites both terms of the title is the space of border thinking, for, from the 
perspective of universal history, the slash is invisible and only becomes vis­
ible when you dwell in and think from the borders. Thus, one of the strong 
theses of the book is that there is no modernity without coloniality and that 
coloniality is constitutive, and not derivative, of modernity. This is the basic 
condition of border thinking: the moment you realize (and accept) that 
your life is a life in the border, and you realize that you do not want to "be­
come modern" because modernity hides behind the splendors of happiness, 
the constant logic of coloniality. For precisely this reason, border thinking 
that leads to decoloniality is of the essence to unveil that the system of 
knowledge, beliefs, expectations, dreams, and fantasies upon which the 
modern/colonial world was built is showing, and will continue to show, its 
unviability. 

1 For the notions of truth without and truth in parenthesis (originally from Humberto Mat­
mana) see Walter D. Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity: Global Future, Decolonial 
Options (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), chapter l. 
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I am aware that many readers would feel uncomfortable with a descrip­
tion of Western civilization as a homogenous entity, particularly now that, 
with globalization (or, to be more precise, with "globalism" that is the neo­
liberal narrative of its doctrine and the Washington Consensus), the borders 
are broken and trades fly over the borders and migrants manage to crack the 
walls and move around police forces to enter developing countries and blur 
the distinction between Western and Eastern civilizations, Christianity and 
Islam, Latin and Anglo America, and Africa and Europe. In that view West­
ern civilization may be a dream: the dream of actors and institutions that 
managed and built the modern/colonial world in the name of the universal­
ity of Western values. 

However, during the period 1500 to 2000, one local history, that of West­
ern civilization, built itself as the point of arrival and owner of human his­
tory. Ownership was expressed by building a system of knowledge as if it 
were the sum and guardian of all knowledges, past and present-G.Wf 
Hegel's lessons in the philosophy of history remain the single and most tell­
ing document of that epistemic victory. But this cycle is ending, and today 
there are strong planet-wide and diverse (not monolithic) tendencies in the 
writing oflocal histories that go beyond one history anchored in Greece and 
Rome; a tendency toward delinking from the myth of universal history that 
has kept them prisoner and affirming that there are no histories other than 
local. Recent attempts to recast "universal history" evince the nostalgic 
dream of imperial control of the past. Nevertheless, non-Western local his­
tories (and knowledges) cannot be constituted without entanglements with 
Western local history. Border thinking becomes, then, the necessary episte­
mology to delink and decolonize knowledge and, in the process, to build 
decoloniallocal histories, restoring the dignity that the Western idea of uni­
versal history took away from millions of people. Taking away people's dig­
nity means that the entire sphere of life was attempted to be modeled around 
one supreme idea of life and the "mono culture of the mind," to use an ex­
pression of Indian scientist and activist Vandana Shiva. 

I shall mention once more that my discomfort with modernity and West­
ern civilization (two faces of the same phenomenon) is not with Western 
modernity's contribution to global history, but rather with the imperial be­
lief that the rest of the world shall submit to its cosmology, and the naive or 
perverse belief that the unfolding of world history has been of one temporal­
ity and would, of necessity, lead to a present that corresponds to the Western 
civilization that Hegel summarized in his celebrated lessons in the philoso­
phy of history. Both the political and the economic expansion of Western 
civilization have gone hand in hand with the management of all spheres of 
knowledge. Or, worded differently, Western civilization's ability to manage 
knowledge explains its success in expanding itself politically and economi­
cally. My discomfort with Western civilization and modernity is also a dis-
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comfort with capitalist economy, an economy that puts growth before life 
and individual success before communal well-being. 

It was Hegel's monumental work on the philosophy of history that con­
solidated the historical worldview and worldsense2 and the Western idea of 
the human and humanity that began to unfold in the minds and pens of 
Renaissance humanists 3 It was this way of sensing/seeing that Local Histo­
ries/Global Designs indirectly confronted. I say "indirectly" because I did not 
want the book and the argument to unfold as a critical engagement with 
Hegel, for the simple reason that due to the coloniality of knowledge, the 
attention of the reader would thereby have gone to Hegel rather than to co­
loniality, border thinking, and subaltern knowledges. Hegel's monumental 
fictional narrative expanded in history the avatars of the spirit. In his phe­
nomenology Hegel invented, first, the notion of a universality of Spirit, and 
then he traced its history from East to West. It was-for Hegel-as if people 
in the East, if we take Europe as the reference point (for if the reference 
point were the Caribbean, the East would have been Europe), would acqui­
esce and believe with him that the origin of Spirit was there with them 
and they did not realize it. For all we know, that was not the case, and the 
Spirit that Hegel planted in the East was a fabulous work of pure European 

imagination. 
Hegel's Philosophy of History is divided into three parts: the Orient, Greece 

and Rome, and Germany. From one to the next the spirit gains in freedom, 
which is finally achieved in the third moment, Germany. Greece and Rome, 
however, are already the places where the spirit feels at home: the Greek 
spirit has subsumed the Oriental spirit and marked the transition from East 
to West, as Hegel states literally in chapter 2 of section 2 ("The Greek 
World," pp. 244-45). 

The "Spirit" was-in Hegel's fiction-the totalizing force appropriating all 
knowledges under "absolute knowledge." 

VI. Spirit4 

4 38. Reason becomes Spirit when it achieves the full consciousness of itself 

as being all reality. In the previous stage of Observing Reason it merely found 

2 Western civilization privileged the eyes and the view, hence the postmodern celebration of 
the Panopticon. When we think from non-Western epistemologies we realize that there is 
reason to privilege the eye in expressions such as "world-view" and "cosmo-vision" and shall 
instead refer to "world-sense" and "cosmo-sense," meaning that we do not "see" the world but 
"sense" it, including, of course, the sense of vision. The same is valid for the world "perspec­
tive," which shall be complemented with words like "sense-sensitivity." 

3 G.WF Hegel, The Philosophy of History, trans.]. Sibree (Buffalo, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 
1991). 

4 Hegel taught by writing a paragraph of text on the board and developing its meaning and 
imphcations in his lecture. The numbered paragraphs present basic formulations of Hegel's 
system. 
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itself in an existent object. From this it rose to a stage in which it no longer 
passively perceived itself in an object, but imposed itself more actively on the 
world, a stage as one-sided as the previous one. 

440. Spirit is the absolutely real being of which all previous forms of con­
sciousness have represented falsely isolated abstractions, which the dialectical 
development has shown them to be. In the previous stages of observational 
and active Reason, Spirit has rather had reason than been Reason: it has im­
posed itself as a category on material not intrinsically categorized. When Spirit 
sees itself and its world as being Reason it becomes ethical substance actual­
ized (Phenomenology of the Spirit) 5 

Spirit's goals and trajectory thus imagined and described by Hegel were 
the projection of his own experience, his own local history; in Germany and 
in Europe. He took his fiction for reality. Or, what is the same, he assumed 
the ontological dimension of his fiction. For him and for the European 
reader who identifies him- or herself in the spirit, this was indeed a wonder­
ful consequence of a local history. But for people living, during the time 
of Hegel, in China, in Islamic societies, in Africa, in Central Asia, for the 
Aymaras and Nahuatls in the Americas (for they do not remain stuck in the 
beginning of the sixteenth century), that "spirit" would have been a very 
strange fellow. Spirit is described according to Hegel's own concerns: the 
State, individuality, freedom, nation, absolute knowledge, and emancipation 
from nature and religion. Spirit shall encounter the divine once its freedom 
has been attained; otherwise, it will remain a prisoner of the forces that the 
European Enlightenment fought hard to overcome. This was precisely what 
"enlightenment" meant-man's (and the spirit's) freedom from immaturity. 
The State was the instrument facilitating Freedom. 

Hegel himself blocked the possibilities of inquiring whether Spirit was 
meaningful for people beyond Western Christendom, which at his time had 
already mutated into Europe. He blocked that possibility by precisely telling 
the history of the spirit from its "beginning" in the Orient to its "point of 
arrival" in the West: the Holy Roman Empire of the German nation, whose 
history he traces in part 3 of the book. Hegel identifies the first manifesta­
tion of the Spirit in China, then India, Persia, and Egypt, until the decisive 
moment in which it reaches Greece, several centuries after its beginning in 
China. From Greece to Germany there is only one step. The first sentence 
of part 2 is the following: "Among the Greek[s] we feel ourselves immedi­
ately at home, for we are in the region of the Spirit" (223). Notice that 
"ourselves" doesn't include Chinese, Muslims, Indians (of India), Africans, 
Aymaras, and so forth. The "ourselves" refers to Christian Europeans in sec­
ular Europe. 

5 G.WF. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V Miller (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1979). 
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The point I want to underscore by recalling Hegel's lessons in the philoso­
phy of history is the Enlightenment version of the colonization of time and 
space. The first version took place in the Renaissance: the invention of the 
Middle Ages and antiquity became the blueprint for the European idea of a 
universal historical chronology. The conquest and colonization of the New 
World became the blueprint for European organization of space. Each his­
torical period (Renaissance and Enlightenment) in the existence of the 
modern spirit ("The German Spirit is the Spirit of the New World," says 
Hegel in the first sentence on the German World [361]) 6 superseded all 
previous manifestations of the spirit, and all were relegated to the past of the 
"New World." The colonization of time went hand in hand with the coloni­
zation of space. The space before the line that connects Greece to Europe 
and to Germany was the space of the before, and the space where now the 
spirit had to walk its civilizing missions. In the new stage of modernity and 
the formation of European nation-states, German philosophy provided the 
framework for the political and economic "civilizing mission" led by En­
gland and France. Beyond and outside was also the south of Europe, when 
this region existed as a liminal space within Europe itself, as Hegel makes 
clear in the introduction to his philosophy of history. 

Hegel's Spirit, in its phenomenology, in its chronology, and in its geogra­
phy, is a spectacular case of a global design built upon a local history: the 
local history of imperial Europe in the making. 

Today the political and ideological presuppositions underlying the philo­
sophical "absolute knowledge" are obvious. "Absolute knowledge" is a 
knowledge that hides its own geopolitical grounding. Hegel himself did it: 
by focusing on the enunciated (the Spirit), he remained silent on his own 
enunciation. For that reason, today, it is urgent to confront "absolute knowl­
edge" with its own "geopolitics of knowledge," to focus on the enunciation 
rather than the enunciated. This means we must begin by looking at how, 
when, and why Hegel engaged in the phenomenology and history of the 
spirit before approaching the issue of what he said about the spirit. By open­
ing up the sphere of the "geopolitics of knowledge" and of the enunciation, 
we begin to ask also how Chinese, Indians, Persians, and Egyptians saw 
themselves in the past, during the time of Hegel, and today. What were the 
enunciations in the local histories Hegel's spirit visited as it continued its 
march toward the West? None of the histories/memories in civilizations out­
side of Europe ended after the spirit left and Hegel's narrative left them in 
the past. However, we can assume a certain degree of certainty that thinking 
elites (like the European elites to which Hegel belonged) in these civiliza­
tions never stop thinking, but not thinking about the spirit, because the 

6 Notice that "New World" here does not mean "America," but rather Europe from the Ref­
ormation to Hegel's time. 
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Spirit was unknown to them: the Spirit was a European invention and not 
an "Oriental" concern. 

The argument in Local Histories/Global Designs was intended to decolo­
nize the imperial idea of universal history, to contribute to legitimizing the 
pluriversality of knowing, sensing, believing, and to legitimize enunciations 
that were delegitimized by Hegel's imperial epistemic ambitions. "Absolute 
knowledge" was one of those fictions that acquired ontological status with 
all its epistemological, political, and ethical consequences. Chapters 6 and 7 
are concrete steps in this direction. 

The geo- and body-politics of knowing (that is, knowledge built upon 
geohistorical imperial/colonial locations responding to racial and patriar­
chal classification of bodies and regions) takes us down to roads that Spirit 
kept hidden or ignored (Part 2: "I Am Where I Think"). Geo- and body­
politics created the conditions for many to delink, to escape from the iron 
cage of imperial "absolute knowledge." Delinking from the Spirit also means 
dislocating its Cartesian foundation: "I am where I think" becomes the start­
ing point, the historical foundation of border thinking and decolonial doing. 
While "I think, therefore I am" focuses on the "I think" and disregards the 
"I am," the formula "I am where I think" highlights the "I"-not a "new" 
universal "I," but an "I" that dwells in the border and has been marked by 
the colonial wound. The Cartesian "I" suffers and endures "trauma"; Fanon's 
and Anzaldua's "I" endures "the colonial wound." The local imperial "I" 
dwells in the territory of truth without parenthesis and absolute knowledge. 
Local decolonial 'Ts" dwell in the frontiers between local non-Western and 
non-modern memories and the intrusions of modern Western local history 
and knowledge. The "I's" of the colonial wound, which dwells in the bor­
ders, provide the liberating energy from which border thinking emerges, in 
rebellion, all over the planet, beyond the red carpet of the spirit's road from 
East to West. 

Although for Hegel the "I" was extremely relevant in his phenomenology 
of Spirit, the "I" he construes is devoid of all historical, racial, religious, 
gender, and sexual configurations. For Hegel (as for Descartes and Kant) the 
"I" was universal, isolated, detached from Europe's local history and global 
designs; it was the spiritual universal and Cartesian "I," the abstract enun­
ciator that secures the universality of "absolute knowledge." The enuncia­
tion and the enunciated join forces in Hegel's argument to affirm the impe­
rial nature of knowledge justified in its universality (absolute knowledge). 
In contrast, the decoloniality of enunciation that I explore in this book (Part 
2: "I Am Where I Think") and continue to explore in the third installment 
of the trilogy (The Darker Side of Western Modernity: Global Future, Decolo­
nial Options) reduces Hegel's thesis to its own local history and fully rejects 
its pretense to universality. "Absolute knowledge" is only acceptable in its 
locality, as a fiction of European philosophy, but it is unacceptable aberra-
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tion to consider it in its pretense to universality: While Hegel had the right 
to invent "absolute knowledge" and to believe that his fiction was universal, 
he didn't have the right to expect that his fiction would be universal beyond 
his own (and his followers') belief. Today, there is no more reason to accept 
the legacy of Hegel than that of Confucius, Ibn Khaldun, or Guaman Poma 
de Ayala. Of course, none of these people reflected on the phenomenology 
of the Spirit. They did not need to. "Legacy" here doesn't mean the "legacy 
of the Spirit" but the legacies that each thinker left to posterity, under the 
political and historical circumstances that motivated their thinking, their 
doing, and their writing-"they were where they thought." 

The five-hundred-years cycle is closing. If we would like to play with 
Hegel's fictional character, we can say that today Spirit liberated itself from 
the cage of Hegel's territoriality: Now in its fourth stage (remember, the third 
was Europe of the Holy Roman Empire of the German nation) and its con­
tinuation in the United States, Spirit is emerging in the borders, materializ­
ing border thinking and decoloniality, superseding and liberating itself from 
the imperial era of Western modernity (that of Hegel). 

DWELLING IN THE BORDER OF MODERNITY/COLONIALITY: 

THE GLOBAL SCOPE OF BORDER THINKING 

Border thinking requires dwelling in the border. Border studies instead pre­
suppose dwelling in the territory: The knowing subject is an observer of, not 
a dweller in, the borders. 7 Borders are becoming serious concerns of schol­
ars and intellectuals. The interrelated phenomena of globalization and mi­
gration have served to highlight the borders in relation to the territory, not 
just the territorial borders of the nation-state but the existential conditions 
of migrants who are always dwelling in the borders, whether they reside in 
the heart of Paris, Berlin, London, New York, or Los Angeles, or in the bor­
ders that divide Europe from Africa or the United States from South America 
and the Caribbean. One of the main features of the present moment, a global 
era that started in 1500, is that while people are stopped at the borders (and 
when not at the borders, in the embassies of countries that were colonies of 
Europe or that were under the management of the United States, such as 
Latin American countries since the end of World War II), money and com­
modities have a free ride; people shall be "regulated," but trades shall be at 
all cost "liberated." 

Global designs clash with local histories of migrants and nation-states 
who always lose in the game of "free trade." At some point these phenom-

7 For more details on this distinction, see Madina V Tlostanova and Walter D. Mignolo, 
Learning to Unlearn: Decolonial Reflections from Eurasia and the Americas (Columbus: Ohio 
University Press, 20 12). 
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ena which have been surfacing with growing intensity, were described as 
"th~ contradictions of capitalism." But there is no such contradiction: it is 
the very logic of coloniality, that moves the world, but it has to be disguised 
with the rhetoric of modernity, of salvation and progress. What have been 
seen as "contradictions" are indeed the two faces of the same coin­
"modernity/coloniality." Global designs also hide the local history from 
which they themselves emanate and are presented as if they were a natural 
unfolding of history. There is no contradiction here, either, between local 
histories and global designs: global designs respond to the logic of colonial­
ity, but they are described and promoted in the image of progress and devel­
opment for the local histories whose actors and institutions benefit from 
global designs. 

The borders and border thinking I am referring to are always restricted to 
the border or line that divides and unites modernity/coloniality and materi­
alizes in actual new walls after the fall of Berlin wall; in laws, psychological 
racial barriers, borders of gender, sexuality, and racial classification, and so 
forth. Now, physical and psychological borders in general (that is, not those 
that emanate from modernity/coloniality) could become, and are becoming, 
phenomena to be analyzed from the perspective and concerns of different 
disciplines (sociology, economics, anthropology, aesthetics, linguistics, and 
so on). When borders are observed and analyzed from the perspectival ter­
ritory of academic disciplines, border thinking doesn't obtain. Disciplines 
are by definition based on territorial epistemologies: studying the borders 
doesn't lead necessarily to border thinking ... unless scholars engage in 
epistemological disciplinary disobedience and bring to the fore the existen­
tial experience of dwelling in the border. By so doing, the scholar will be 
challenging disciplinary strictures that prevent border thinking from flour­
ishing. When borders are the objects of study, the enunciation is not neces­
sarily built on border epistemologies. The bottom line is not to confuse 
thinking about borders while dwelling in disciplinary territorialities with bor­
der thinking that emerges from dwelling in the border and delinks from dis­
ciplinary territorialities. In the best of all possible scenarios, when borders 
are analyzed, border thinking is objectivized and examined from the per­
spective of territorial epistemologies. It is no longer border thinking in ac­
tion, but border thinking being observed by another kind of thinking: disci­
plinary thinking from territorial dwelling (the territory of the disciplines). 

Although border thinking requires dwelling in the border, dwelling in the 
border is a necessary but not a sufficient condition to engage in border 
thinking. To engage in border thinking requires engaging in conscientious 
epistemic, ethical, and aesthetical8 political projects. It requires first of all 

8 
I distinguish here esthetics (which is a philosophical discipline constituted toward the 

second half of the eighteenth century) from aiesthesis, which refers to the domain of feelings, 
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delinking from hegemonic epistemology ("absolute knowledge") and the 
monoculture of the mind in its Western diversity. According to the ontology 
of essences (monoculture of the mind), there is only one reality, and the 
epistemic struggle is for the truth of that mono-topic and homogeneous 
world. The ontology of essences is territorial, and as such it doesn't admit 
truth in parenthesis: truth is only acceptable without parenthesis. Territorial 
epistemology, a derivation of the ontology of essences, is an epistemology of 
war.9 Its goals are to ensure that truth without parenthesis prevails. Believ­
ing in and acting for truth without parenthesis has two deadly consequences. 
One is that I have to be at war, constantly, against competitive ideologies, as 
well as with decolonial ideologies that do not intend to compete but to 
delink. The second is that the vast majority of the population outside the 
sphere of states, militaries, and economies competing for leadership under 
the name of truth suffers the consequences of the struggles without partici­
pating in them. Were not many of us spectators to the financial drama of the 
European Union and the United States, the invasion of Iraq and Libya? Such 
is the world of "absolute knowledge" and the two sides of truth without 
parenthesis. On the other hand, a world in which truth is taken to be in 
parenthesis and a "geopolitics of knowledge" prevails is a world of relational 
ontologies, as all indigenous philosophies around the world have been tell­
ing us for centuries. 10 

Engaging in border thinking is tantamount to engaging in decoloniality; 
that is, in thinking and doing decolonially. Why? Because the main thrust of 

sensing, affects. Border thinking implies decolonizing aesthetics to liberate aiesthesis. See Wal­
ter D. Mignolo, "Aesthesis Decolonial" (Calle 14: Revista de Investigaci6n en el Campo del Arte 
4:4, 2010), ll-25. See also "Decolonial Aesthetics: A Manifesto," http://transnationaldecolo 
nialinstitute.wordpress.com/decolonial-aesthetics/ (posted August 2011). 

9 Nelson Maldonado-Torres, Against War: Views from the Underside of Modernity (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2008). 

10 Today, invoking and arguing for "relational ontology" is widespread. But there are two 
epistemic foundations of relational ontology or ontologies. One has its point of origin in West­
em Europe and the Anglo United States and confronts "essential ontology," that is, an ontol­
ogy of the essence, whose genealogy Michel Foucault traced in his earlier work. The other 
epistemic foundation is not Western but indigenous, although it is articulated in confrontation 
with Western epistemology, both "essential" and "relational" ontologies. The main difference 
between the Western and the Native Ame1ican and indigenous foundation of relational episte­
mology lies, among many aspects, in the genealogies of thoughts of each of them. It must also 
be noted that for Native American and indigenous peoples, "relational" means "we/our bodies 
are nature." "Relationships" are not between objects or events outside myself, as in Western 
relational ontology; instead, it is my relation with the world and the world with me that provides 
the epistemic foundation. For the first, see Mustafa Emirbayer, "Manifesto for a Relational 
Sociology" (American journal of Sociology 103:2, 1997), 281-317. For the second, see Shawn 
Wilson, "Relationality" and "Relational Accountability," in Research Is a Ceremony: Indigenous 
Research Methods (Halifax and Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing, 2008), 180-225. The differ­
ence between the two, the radical and irreducible difference, is not in what is said (enunci­
ated) but in the saying of it (enunciation). 
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border thinking is not directed toward "improving" the disciplines, but to­
ward "using" the disciplines beyond the disciplines themselves, aiming and 
building a world without modernity/coloniality. Border thinking is actional. 
What kind of knowledge do decolonial thinkers want? We want knowledge 
that contributes to eliminating coloniality and improves living conditions 
on the planet. For example: one hegemonic political concern is to fight 
against poverty. Research is done to help decide how poverty can be re­
duced. But there is no research done to explain why we have poverty in the 
world. Decolonial knowledge aims to reveal the "causes" of poverty rather 
than accept it as a matter of fact and to produce knowledge to reduce its 
extension. To turn border thinking solely into an academic concern would 
mean to nourish "disciplinary decadence" and keep the horse behind the 
cart.

11 
For decolonial thinkers and intellectuals, the major problems of to­

day's world order have their roots in coloniality constantly being hidden 
under the rhetoric of modernity (for instance, the idea that development, 
growth, and consuming lead to happiness and justify our lives in this world). 
Thinking and doing decolonially means unveiling the logic of coloniality 
and delinking from the rhetoric of modernity. Knowledge and truth in pa­
renthesis, epistemic geopolitics beyond absolute knowledge, restitution of 
colonized subaltern knowledges, and diverse visions of life are some of the 
keystones of decolonial thinking and doing. These are some of the ideas that 
connect Local Histories/Global Designs with The Darker Side of Western 
Modernity. 

SOME RESPONSES TO LOCAL HISTORIES/GLOBAL DESIGNS 

I have learned through time that Local Histories/Global Designs has had "for 
better or worse a sizable influence," as two antagonist reviewers have stated 
it.

12 
The arguments in the book have elicited the attention of philosophers 

like Linda Alcoff, who devoted an article to examining "the epistemology of 
coloniality"

13 
and has provided a tool for thinking about the exploitation of 

natural resources and the geopolitics of gas pipelines. 14 It has attracted the 

u Lewis R. Gordon, Disciplinary Decadence: Living Thought in Trying Times (Boulder: Colo.: 
Paradigm Publishers, 2006), 1-12, 107-132. 

12 
Scott Michaelsen and Scott Cutler Shershow, "Rethinking Border Thinking" (South Atlan­

tic Quarterly 106:1, Winter 2007), 39-60. 
13 

Linda M. Alcoff, "Mignolo's Epistemology of Coloniality" (New Centennial Review 7:3), 
79-101. 

14 
Mary Gilmartin, "Border thinking: Rossport, Shell and the political geographies of a gas 

pipeline" (Political Geography 28:5, June 2009), 274-282, https:l/www.zotero.org/groups/ 
solidarity/items/itemKey/TBCTU4 72. 
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attention of feminist theorists working on migration and labor markets. 15 It 
has motivated philosophers of education to reflect on border thinking rather 
than thinking about borders. 16 And it has appeared on the blog of graduate 
students looking for venues and options beyond postmodernity and cultural 
studiesY An in-depth analysis of "coloniality" from the perspective of "criti­
cal sociology" was advanced by Brazilian sociologist jose Mauricio Domin­
gues, as a follow-up of a workshop that took place in the Rio de janeiro 
Research Institute in Brazil. My reply to Domingues's critique was published 
shortly afterward, in the same journal (Theory, Culture and Society). 18 

The Spanish translation19 received considerable attention. I shall mention 
two of the most revealing reviews. One of them, published in Mexico, is a 
fifteen-page review providing the reader with a detailed examination of the 
book's argument. 20 The second review, published in Spain, focuses on one 
aspect of the argument: "border thinking as therapy."21 

Last but not least, I shall mention two (among several) long interviews, 
one in English and one in Spanish. The one in English framed the argument 
in Chicano(a)/Latino(a) thinking (somehow connected to Linda Alcoff's ar­
ticle on the epistemology of coloniality). The one in Spanish, which was 
published in Ecuador, contextualized the book in the historical and current 
trends of Latin American thought. These interviews, read together, provide 
a vivid example of what thinking and living in the borders means. 22 

15 Laura Agustin, Sex at the Margins: Migration, Labour Markets and the Rescue Industry 
(London: Zed Books, 2007), http://www.re-public.gr/en/?p=320. 

16 Lyn Carter, "The armchair at the borders: The 'messy' ideas of borders and border episte­
mologies within multicultural science education scholarship" (Science Education 94:3, May 
20 10), 4 28-44 7, http://wwweric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal!searchldetailmini.jsp? _nfpb=true& 
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The idea of border thinking came to me from Chicana writer and thinker 
Gloria Anzaldua. Anzaldua's Borderland!La Frontera: The New Mestiza had a 
significant impact on different fields in the social sciences and the humani­
ties. It restores the epistemic dignity of millions of people around the world 
who couldn't and can't find themselves among the most progressive and 
sophisticated thinkers of European modernity. The idea that a Chicana and 
lesbian thinker and writer could provide what European males, mostly het­
erosexuals, provided to the "advancement" of thinking and learning is not 
easy to assimilate. The body-politics of knowing, thinking, and doing comes 
from bodies who dwell and think in the borders. For millions of people 
around the world who dwell in the border, Anzaldua provided a way of 
thinking that incorporates experiences not previously reflected (except, per­
haps, partially and indirectly) in even the most superb and magnificent ex­
pressions of European thoughts. 

Regarding the geopolitics of knowledge and border thinking, a similar 
phenomenon is taking place at the level of international relations. Decen­
tralization in economic and political international relations supports and 
promotes epistemic decentralization. The reasons for these shifts in geopoli­
tics of knowledge (delinking from "absolute knowledge") shall not be diffi­
cult to understand. The experiences from which magnificent ideas, argu­
ments, and debates flourished in Europe from the Renaissance to the end of 
the twentieth century were nourished and sustained by the history and ex­
perience of a culture such that even when progressive thinkers were against 
imperialism, they were swimming in the pool of imperial Europe. However, 
such magnificent contributions to civilization had the side effect of devalu­
ing and obliterating (by converting them in object, like in Orientalism, or in 
museum artifacts) earlier, similar magnificently ideas that flourished around 
the world. Today, border thinking in the international arena emerges from 
the need tore-inscribe in the present and toward the future ways of living, 
doing, and thinking-political, economic, and ethical non-modem social 
organizations. 

Not everything shall be condemned in non-modem civilization, and not 
everything shall be celebrated in Western modernity. For instance, millions 
of Muslims around the world rely on the Koran, and secular Muslims had 
towering thinkers like Ibn Shina, Ibn Rush, and Al-Gazali. Millions in East 
Asia found in Confucius, Mencius, the Buddha, and other systems of ideas 
what millions in the West found in Aristotle, Hobbes, Kant, Hegel, or Marx. 
Each of these configurations could be territorial, and dwellers in the terri­
tory could fall into defending truth without parenthesis, all over and not 
just in the non-Western world. But there are borders between these territo-

lished in Indisciplinar las ciencias sociales, ed. Catherine Walsh eta!. (Quito: Abya-Yala, 2002), 
reprinted several times in web publications (http://www.revistapolis.cl!4/walsh.htm) 
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ries because of modernity/colonality and-therefore-political and ethical 
conditions calling for border thinking are emerging, prompted by the neces­
sity to delink from "absolute knowledge," in its Western expression. Epis­
temic disobedience and delinking doesn't mean ignoring or turning your 
back to Western epistemology. It means to recognize that, for better or 
worse, Western epistemic hegemony has created more problems than solu­
tions. Current non-Western genealogies of thoughts, secular or religious, 
have to respond of necessity to the conflicting dialogic confrontation that 
Western epistemology has created. A case in point is Syed Muhammad Na­
quib Al-Attas's argument in Islam and Secularism.

23 
Al-Attas had to engage 

seriously with the history of Christianity. I do not know of any case in which 
Christianity presents itself in serious engagement with Islam. Christian 
thinkers do not need to engage with Islam to affirm themselves in the same 
way that Muslim thinkers need to engage with Christianity in order to con­
front the interpretation of Islam from the perspective of Christianity. The 
issue lies in the differential of power relations. Al-Attas built his argument 
not in the territorial epistemology of the Koran but in the epistemology of 
the borders of Islam and Christianity, where he dwells. Certainly, to be a 
Muslim requires neither Christianity nor border thinking, but to enter into 
the global religious and philosophical debate, as Al-Attas did, requires bor­
der thinking. Because of coloniality of knowledge, Western Christianity im-

pinged upon Islam and not the reverse. 
Border dwellers are becoming border thinkers and decolonial actors. I am 

making these observations because some of the ideas that I put forward and 
argue in the book came from my own experiences, as well as from the expe­
riences and ideas of people dwelling and wrestling in the borders, people 
struggling with the subalternity of their knowledge and overwhelmed by the 
epistemological hegemony of modernity that provided not only the tools 
and justification for imperial and global designs, but also the impulse for the 
belief of salvationist ideas within the same epistemology, as the cases of Bar­
tolome de Las Casas in the sixteenth century and Karl Marx in the nine­
teenth century testify. Their work was and is extremely important, lucid, 
combative, critical, insightful, and honest, but it is also limited-salvation 
cannot come from the same epistemology that created the need for salva­
tion. Christianity, liberalism, and Marxism are the three main ideologies of 
Western civilization. Critical minds and attitudes like those of Las Casas and 
Marx remain within the same cosmology that created the problems they 
were trying to solve. But it so happens that at least a third of the world is 
affected by coloniality, has been cast out of conversation and planning to­
ward its own future because the saviors came from the same civilization that 

23 
Syed Muhammad Naquib Al-Attas, Islam and Secularism (Pakistan: Suhai Academy La­

hore, 1978). 
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created the problems. Border thinking is an epistemology, an ethic and poli­
tics that emerge from the experiences of people taking their destiny in their 
own hands and not waiting for saviors. Today there is ample evidence that 
neither the State nor the corporations, neither Las Casas nor Marx, can pro­
vide what the "rest" want, and neither of them can return the dignity that 
Christian and secular imperial expansion and the Industrial Revolution 
took away from them. Border thinking is becoming the epistemology of the 
global political society taking their destiny in their own hands. 

In The Darker Side of Western Modernity I continue to argue that Western 
civilization is losing control of the colonial matrix of power that made it 
what it is and without which it will not be what it has been. "Losing control" 
doesn't mean the end of Western civilization, like the end of the Roman 
Empire. It means that Western civilization is being reduced to one among 
many coexisting civilizations on the planet; and it is being reduced to size 
by the increasing force of de-Westernization in the spheres of the economy, 
and state and international relations. However, while de-Westernization is 
opening new roads toward global futures in the spheres of knowledge, art, 
and religion, in the economic and political spheres it is still tied up with capi­
talism. Nonetheless, the change that politico-economic de-Westernization 
brings concerns control of the colonial matrix of power. Today BRICS coun­
tries (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) are well aware that they 
would not be where they are had they followed the instructions of the IMF 
(International Monetary Fund) and the World Bank. They all share the same 
type of economy, capitalism. By so doing they reveal that there is no one 
good and democratic capitalism and other bad non-democratic capitalism. 
De-Westernization is making clear, non-intentionally, that an economy that 
promotes growth and development, and a civil society that has to consume 
to maintain the economy, is unsustainable in the West and the non-West. 
This is the junction when decolonial projects at all levels of the colonial 
matrix of power (economy; authority; gender, sexuality, and racism; knowl­
edge [epistemology, aesthetics, religion] and subjectivity) comes to the fore. 
Border thinking is the pluriversal (emerging from diverse local experiences 
through time and around the world, between local Western histories and 
non-Western local histories) epistemology that interconnects the plurality 
and diversity of decolonial projects. Border thinking is the way of being and 
thinking of the emerging global political society. 

Finally, this is what decoloniality looks like in the sphere of the political 
society: a society formed not only to protest and eradicate the depredatory 
work of corporations, and to protest financial crises and state delinquencies 
(including the plight of workers, journalists, intellectuals, artists, towns­
people, schoolteachers, students, religious communities, and so on), but a 
society working toward global futures no longer ruled by coloniality, capi-
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talism, or the "diversity" of modern "epistemic monoculture" or "monocul­
tures of the mind." The outcome is difficult to foresee, but one can imagine 
that we (the population of the planet) are marching toward global futures 
managed by many new actors disputing the control of the colonial matrix 
(de-Westernization) as well as by actors who are working toward eradicat­
ing it (decoloniality). The Maya calendar did not predict a catastrophic ex­
plosion of the world as portrayed by Hollywood; rather, it predicted the end 
of a cycle, the cycle of the fifth sun, which doesn't indicate the end of the 
world, but the end of the cycle that regulates the world as it is now. Curi­
ously enough, the year 2012, which was announced as the year in which the 
cycle would end, coincides with the closing of the global domination of 
Western civilization. It may be a coincidence, but by 2012, it has become 
clear to a growing number of people (perhaps billions) that while Western 
civilization has made signal contributions to global histories, its imperial 
bent has been catastrophic for the majority of people on the planet, as well 
as for the planet itself. As the leader of a community fighting against the 
predation of open-pit mining in Argentina said, "no queremos vivir como 
ellos quieren que vivamos" ("we do not want to live as they want us to 

live").24 

24 Raul Zibechi, "Las revoluciones de la gente comun" (La]omada, Mexico, june 3, 20ll), 

http://www.jomada. unam.mx/20 ll/06/03/opinion/023a l pol. 
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On Gnosis and the Imaginary of the Modern/Colonial 
World System 

In the sixteenth century, Spanish missionaries judged and ranked human 
mtclliaence and civilization by whether the people were in possession of 
JlphJbetic writing. This was an initial moment in the configuration of the 
colonial difference and the building of the Atlantic imaginary, which will 
h.:come the imaginary of the modern/colonial world. Translation was the 
.,pecial tool to absorb the colonial difference previously established. Border 
thinking, as we shall see, works toward the restitution of the colonial differ­
ence that colonial translation (unidirectional, as today's globalization) at­
tempted to erase. In the sixteenth century, the colonial difference was lo­
cJted in space. Toward the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the 
nmcteenth century, the measuring stick was history and no longer writing. 
-People without history" were located in a time "before" the "present." Peo­
ple with history could write the history of those people without. At the 
h.:ginning of the twentieth century, Max Weber transformed this lack (of 
Jlphabetic writing, of history) into a celebration of the possession of true 
knowledge, an Occidental achievement of universal value. I have had this 
LJverall picture in mind during the process of writing this book, as I was 
c,mceiving subaltern knowledges and border thinking as the response to 
\\'cbcr from the end of the twentieth century. Weber never mentioned colo­
niJlism, was unaware of the colonial difference and did not reflect on the 
fact that he was providing such a celebratory picture at the highest moment 
of European expansion and capital accumulation in the history of the mod­
ern/colonial world system. I would like to remind the reader of the initial 
~cntences of the introduction to Weber's Protestant Ethics and the Spirit of 
Capitalism ([1904] 1992) that provoked the reflections evolving into the 
book the reader has in her hands: 

.-\ product of modern European civilization, studying any problem of universal 
history, ls bound to ask himself to what combination of circumstances the fact 
should be attributed that in Western civilization, and in Western civilization 
only, cultural phenomena have appeared which (as we like to think) lie in a line 
nf development having universal significance and value. 
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Only in the West does science exist at a stage of development which we recog­
nize to-day as valid .... In short, knowledge and observation of great refinement 

have existed elsewhere, above all in India, China, Babylonia, Egypt. But in Baby­

lonia and elsewhere astronomy lacked-which makes its development all the 
more astounding-the mathematical foundation which it first received from 

the Greeks. The Indian geometry had no rational proof. ... The Indian natural 
sciences ... lacked the method of experiment. (Weber [1904]1992, 13) 

Weber was blind to the colonial difference and to the subalternization of 
knowledge built into it. It is difficult to imagine at the end of the twentieth 
century a book or a master thought that would continue the tradition of 
Spanish missionaries in the sixteenth century, French and German philoso­
phers after the Enlightenment, and European social scientists at the begin­
ning of the twentieth century Sociologist and political scientist Samuel Hun­
tington has recognized that people from "other" civilizations and with 
"other" forms of knowledge are claiming a gnoseology that they have been 
taught to despise (this is the particular topic of chapter 7). Weber provoked 
in me a reflection on coloniality and epistemology; although I had no inten­
tion, initially, of writing such a book as this on the topic. This book, however, 
is not just a collection of articles, even though part of the material in each 
chapter has already been published. Each chapter has been substantially 
rewritten in view of the overall argument. Looking back, the seed of the 
book was actually planted in a debate published by Latin American Research 
Review in 1993, on colonial discourse, postcoloniality; and Latin America, 
prompted by a review article authored by historian Patricia Seed (Seed 
1991). I closed my response to the article with a long paragraph I would 
like to repeat here, this time in thematic parallel with Weber's assertion: 

When Barbadian poet Edward Kamau Brathwaite recounts the story of his 

search for a rhythm that would match his living experience in the Caribbean, 
he highlights the moment when skipping a pebble on the ocean gave him a 

rhythm that he could not find by readingjohn Milton. Brathwaite also highlights 

a second and subsequent moment when h~ perceived the parallels between the 
skipping of the pebble and Calypso music, a rhythm that he could not find in 

listening to Beethoven
1 

If Brathwaite found a voice and a form of knowledge at 

the intersection of the classical models he learned in a colonial school with his 

life experience in the Caribbean and consciousness of African people's history, 

his poetry is less a discourse of resistance than a discourse claiming its centrality. 

Similar claims could be found indirectly in the writings of Jamaican novelist 
and essayist Michelle Cliff, who states that one effect of British West Indian 

colonial discourse is "that you believe absolutely in the hegemony of the King's 

1 

I am referring here to Brathwaite (1992). His general position regarding poetic practices 
in colonial situations has been articulated in Brathwaite (1983, 1984). 
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English and the form in which it is meant to be expressed. Or else your writing 
is not literature; it is folklore and can never be art .... The anglican ideal­

Milton, Wordsworth, Keats-was held before us with an assurance that we were 

unable, and would never be enabled, to compose a work of similar correct­

ness .... No reggae spoken here" (Cliff 1985). While Thiong'o, Lamming, and 

Brathwaite simultaneously construct and theorize about alternative centers of 

enunciation in what have been considered the margins of colonial empires, La­

tinos and Black Americans in the United States are demonstrating that either 

the margins are also in the center or (as Thiong'o expresses it) that knowledge 

and aesthetic norms are not universally established by a transcendent subject 

but are universally established by historical subjects in diverse cultural centers. 

Chicano writer Gloria Anzaldua, for instance, has articulated a powerful alterna­

tive aesthetic and political hermeneutic by placing herself at the cross-road of 

three traditions (Spanish-American, Nahuatl, and Anglo-American) and by cre­

ating a locus of enunciation where different ways of knowing and individual 

and collective expressions mingle (Anzaldua 1987) .... My concern is to under­

score the point that "colonial and postcolonial discourse" is not just a new field 

of study or a gold mine for extracting new riches but the condition of possibility 

for constructing new loci of enunciation as well as for reflecting that academic 

"knowledge and understanding" should be complemented with "learning from" 

those who are living in and thinking from colonial and postcolonial legacies, 

from Rigoberta Menchu to Angel Rama. Otherwise, we run the risk of promot­

ing mimicry, exportation of theories, and internal (cultural) colonialism rather 

than promoting new forms of cultural critique and intellectual and political 

emancipations-of making colonial and postcolonial studies a field of study 

instead of a liminal and critical locus of enunciation. The "native point of view" 

also includes intellectuals. In the apportionment of scientific labor since World 

War II, which has been described well by Carl Pietsch (1981), the Third World 

produces not only "cultures" to be studied by anthropologists and ethnohistori­

ans but also intellectuals who generate theories and reflect on their own culture 

and history. (Mignolo 1993a, 129-31) 

5 

The situation is no different for natural scientists in Africa or Latin 
America, since intellectual achievements need material conditions, and sat­
isfactory material conditions are related to the coloniality of power. "Think­
ing from" was an expression and an idea that kept on haunting me, and I 
discussed it in seminars and attempted to develop it in some of my published 
articles after that date (see, for instance, Mignolo 1994; 1996a). "Border 
thinking" was the second expression that began to gain a life of its own. 
Although "border" is an overused word (e.g., border writing, border culture, 
border matters), none of the discussions I read using the word dealt with 
knowledge and understanding, epistemology and hermeneutics, those two 
sides of the intellectual frontiers of European modernity. My own idea of 
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"border thinking," which I modeled on the Chicano/a experience, also owes 
much to the idea of "African gnosis" as it has been introduced by Valentin 
Mudimbe in his study on the invention of Africa (Mudimbe 1988). Border 
thinking, as I conceive it here, is unthinkable without understanding the 
colonial difference. Furthermore, it is the recognition of the colonial differ­
ence from subaltern perspectives that demands border thinking. 

But let me add a few additional elements to explain what I have in mind 
and what this book is all about. Compare my initial quotation from Weber 
with the following quotation by Tu Wei-ming [1985] 1996): 

Historically, the emergence of individualism as a motivating force in Western 
society may have been intertwined with highly particularized political, eco­
nomic, ethical, and religious traditions. It seems reasonable that one can en­
dorse an insight into the self as a basis for equality and liberty without accepting 
Locke's idea of private property, Adam Smith's and Hobbes' idea of private inter­
est, john Stuart Mill's idea of privacy, Kierkegaard's idea of loneliness, or the 
early Sartre's idea of freedom. ([1985] 1996, 78) 

Now; Tu Wei-ming's is not just another contribution along the lines of Fritjof 
Capra's Tao of Physics (1975). Tao of Physics was and still is an important 
argument to show that the differences between "modern physics" and "East­
em mysticism" are historical and "superficial" rather than ontological. Be­
yond both of them we find a human capacity for logical articulation and 
sophisticated thinking, which failed to underline the colonial difference im­
plied in the very naming of them. "Modern physics" retained in Capra's book 
the hegemonic weight of Western sciences, whereas "Eastern mysticism" 
retained the exotic connotations constructed by several centuries of Occi­
dentalism. Tu Wei-ming defines himself as a Confucian practitioner, while 
Capra is a believer in the universality (nonhistorical) of the Western concept 
of reason. And what Tu Wei-ming is contributing to it is precisely to redress 
the balance between equal epistemological potentials that have been subor­
dinated to each other by the coloniality of power and the articulation of the 
colonial epistemic difference. 

The two last sentences ofTu Wei-ming's introduction to his classic Confu­
cian Thoughts (1985) reveal in an elegant way the epistemological limits 
of Western thought and its epistemological potential, as sustainable knowl­
edge and not as a relic of the past to be "studied" and "fixed" from the 
perspective of Western disciplines. As sustainable knowledge, the epistemo­
logical potential of Confucian legacy dwells in the possibility of showing the 
limits of modern epistemology, in both its disciplinary and its area studies 
dimension. As such, there is no longer the possibility of looking at "transla­
tion" or "information" from "other cultures," by which it is implied that 
"other cultures" are not scientific and are knowable from the scientific 
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a proaches of Western epistemology. Tu Wei-ming is clear, in the preceding 
~ssage, in implying that a post-Occidental stage is being thought out 

;nd that such a stage is a point of no return and of the erasure of the colonial 
epistemic difference from the perspective of what has been a subaltern 
form of knowledge. On the other hand, Tu Wei-ming could be criticized 
from the perspective of Chinese leftist intellectuals for supporting the uses 
of Confucianism, in China, to counter the ideology of Western capitalism 
with an ideology of Eastern capitalism. Or he could also be criticized 
for using Weber's own logic to criticize Protestant ethics from the perspec­
tive of a Confucian ethics (Wang 1997, 64-78). Both cases, however, enter 
a new player into the game, albeit not the ideal player for all the coaches 
involved. We could imagine similar scenarios, in the future, in which 
subaltern religions will take the place left empty by the historical collapse 
of socialism. And that they could be used to justify capitalist expansion 
beyond the West and to counter Christianity and the Protestant ethics upon 
which Western capitalism built its imaginary and its ideological force. This 
possibility does not prevent Confucianism and other forms of subaltern 
knowledge from being enacted with different purposes. Once "authentici­
ties" are no longer an issue, what remains are the marks left by the colonial 
difference and the coloniality of power articulating both, the struggle for 
new forms of domination (e.g., Confucianism and capitalism) and struggles 
for new forms of liberation. I accentuate "liberation" because I am arguing 
here from the perspective of the external borders of the modern/colonial 
world system. And we all know that "emancipation" is the word used for 
the same purpose within the internal borders of the modern/colonial world 

system. In any case, the point I would like to make could be stressed by Tu Wei-
ming's elegant and deadly sentence at the end of the introduction to Confu-

cian Thought: 
The nine essays, written over a fairly long period of time for a variety of pur­
poses, are in the kind words of Robert C. Neville, "attempts at transmission and 
interpretation, Confucius' own self-understanding." However, these attempts, jar 

from transmitting and interpreting the Confucian conception of seljhood, suggest 

ways of exploring the rich resources within the Confucian tradition so that they can 

be brought to bear upon the difficult task of understanding Confucian seljhood as 

creative transformation. [1985] (1996, 16) 

If Confucianism offers the possibility of desubalternizing knowledges and 
expanding the horizon of human knowledge beyond the academy and be­
yond the Western concept of knowledge and rationality, this possibility is 
also open to forms of knowledge that were hit harder by the colonial tem­
pest, including the knowledge of Amerindians and Native Americans. Vine 
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Deloria Jr., as intellectual and activist has been insisting (since the 1970s) 
on the cracks (or the colonial difference) between Native American knowl­
edge and the structure of power in the hands of Anglo-Americans. Deloria 
has been criticized for essentializing the difference by presenting it in dichot­
omous terms. I do not have the time here to dispel a form of criticism when 
it comes from a postmodem leftist position that is just blind to the colonial 
difference. Of course, America is not a two-sided struggle between Anglo 
and Native Americans. The force of the national ideology in scholarship and, 
as a consequence, the lack of comparative works (that will place Native 
Americans in the context of Amerindians in Latin America, Aborigines in 
New Zealand and Australia, but also in comparison with Islam and Hindu­
ism) hide the fact that what really matters is the colonial difference. As 
Deloria (1978) argues, "world views in collision" have been a fact of the 
past five hundred years and they have been in collision in the sixteenth 
century and today. However, neither of the world views in collision remained 
the same and they were not just between Anglos and Native Americans. 
World views in collision have been many, at different times around the 
planet. That is precisely the geohistorical density of the modem/colonial 
world system and the diachronic contradictions of its internal (conflicts be­
tween empires within the same world view) and external borders (world 
views in collision). 

In chapter 7 I return to this topic by a different route: the future of a 
diverse planetary civilization beyond the universalisation of either Western 
neoliberalism or Western neo-Marxism. However, I need to state now that 
my references to Wei-ming and Deloria were not done with the intention of 
proposing that Confucianism or Native American religions are alternatives 
to Protestantism. They were made to suggest, quite to the contrary, that 
Protestant ethics was not necessarily an alternative to neither Confucianism 
or Native American religions (Deloria, 1999; Churchill 1997), and, above 
all, to stress one of this book's main arguments. If nation-states are no longer 
conceived in their homogeneity, if production of commodity is no longer 
attached to one country (e.g., think of the many places involved in the car 
industry), then we should no longer conceive Confucian or Protestant ethics 
or Native American religions as homogeneous systems either. Therefore, 
the relationships between faith and knowledge, a distinction we owe to the 
modem and secular conception of epistemology, needs to be rethought. That 
is mainly the reason I compared Tu Wei-ming and Deloria with Weber. Al­
though I would enroll myself among the second possibility if I had no other 
choice. The good news is that we have other choices, even the possibility of 
choosing to think in and from the borders, to engage in border thinking as 
a future epistemological breakthrough. Tu Wei-ming and Deloria are not 
interpreting, translating from the Western hegemonic perspective, or trans­
mitting knowledge from the perspective of area studies. Their analytic and 
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critical reflections (rather than "religious studies") are engaged in a powerful 
exercise of border thinking from the perspective of epistemological subal­
ternity. Alternatives to modem epistemology can hardly come only from 

modem (Western) epistemology itself. 

II 

Let me explain my notion of border thinking by introducing "gnosis" as a 
term that would take us away from the confrontation-in Western episte­
mology, between epistemology and hermeneutics, between nomothetic and 
ideographic "sciences"-and open up the notion of "knowledge" beyond 
cultures of scholarships. Gnosis and gnoseology are not familiar words nowa­
days within cultures of scholarship. The familiar words are those like episte­
mology and hermeneutics, which are the foundations of the "two cultures," 
sciences and the humanities. Indeed, hermeneutics and epistemology are 
more familiar because they have been articulated in the culture of scholar­
ship since the Enlightenment. Since then, hermeneutics has been recast in 
secular, rather than in biblical terms, and epistemology has also been recast 
and displaced from its original philosophical meaning (referring to true 
knowledge, episteme, as distinct from opinion, doxa, and located as a reflec­
tion on scientific knowledge). Hermeneutics was assigned the domain of 
meaning and human understanding. Thus, the two cultures discussed by 
Snow (Snow 1959) came into being as a reconversion of the field of knowl­
edge in the second phase of modernity, located in northern Europe and de­
veloped in the three main languages of knowledge since then (English, 
French, German). This frame is central to my discussion throughout this 
book. Gnosis was part of this semantic field, although it vanished from the 
Western configuration of knowledge once a certain idea of rationality began 
to be formed and distinguished from forms of knowledge that were consid­
ered dubious. Gnosis indeed was appropriated by the Gnostics Qonas 1958), 
a religious and redemptive movement opposed to Christianity, from which 
comes the bad press received by "gnosticism" in the modern colonial world 
(from the Renaissance to the post-cold war). However, this is not the geneal-

ogy I am interested in. 
Although the story is more complex, the following summary intends to 

map my use of gnosis and gnoseology. The verb gignosko (to know, to recog­
nize) and epistemai (to know, to be acquainted with) suggest a different 
conceptualization of knowledge and knowing. The difference, in Plato's 
work, between doxa and episteme is well known, the first indicating a type 
of knowledge guided by common sense and the latter a more second-order 
knowledge, a systematic knowledge guided by explicit logical rules. Gnosis 
seems to have emerged as a response to the need to indicate a secret or 
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hidden kind of knowledge. Greek philologists, however, recommend not to 
establish a rigid distinction between gnosis and episteme but to look at spe­
cific uses of them by specific authors. 

Now, the Oxford Companion of Philosophy links gnoseology with the Greek 
word for "knowledge" and, therefore, does not make a clear distinction 
with episteme. But here an important and modern distinction is introduced 
as far as gnoseology refers to a kind of knowledge that is not available 
to sense experience-knowledge either attained by mystic contemplation 
or by pure logical and mathematical reasoning. Interestingly enough, the 
Oxford Companion of Philosophy reveals its own location when it clarifies 
that gnoseology is an archaic term and has been superseded by epistemology, 
(in the modern, post-Cartesian sense of reason and knowledge), and 
by metaphysics, a form and conceptualization of knowledge that has 
become (in Heidegger and Gadamer, for instance) linked with meaning and 
hermeneutics. Thus, gnoseology in the early modern colonial world became 
a term to refer to knowledge in general, while epistemology became re­
stricted to analytical philosophy and the philosophy of sciences (Rorty 
1982). In German the word Erkenntnistheori, in French theorie de Ia connais­
sance, and in Spanish teoria del conocimiento became expressions equivalent 
to gnoseology. Ferrater Mora ([1944] 1969), for example, distinguished 
in Spanish "teoria del conocimiento" from "epistemologia" by the fact that 
the latter refers to scientific knowledge while the former to knowledge in 
general. 

It is interesting to note that Valentin Y. Mudimbe employed gnosis in the 
subtitle of his book The Invention of Africa: Gnosis, Philosophy and the 
Order of Knowledge (1988). This book emerged from a request to write a 
survey on African philosophy. How do you, indeed, write such a history 
without twisting the very concept of philosophy? Mudimbe states the dis­
comfort he found himself in when he had to survey the history of philosophy 
as a disciplined kind of practice imposed by colonialism and, at the same 
time, to deal with other undisciplined forms of knowledge that were reduced 
to subaltern knowledge by colonial disciplined knowing practices 
called philosophy and related to epistemology. The "African traditional sys­
tem of thought" was opposed to "philosophy" as the traditional was opposed 
to the modern: philosophy became, in other words, a tool for subalternizing 
forms of knowledge beyond its disciplined boundaries. Mudimbe intro­
duced the word gnosis to capture a wide range of forms of knowledge that 
"philosophy" and "epistemology" contributed to cast away. To seize the 
complexity of knowledge about Africa, by those who lived there for centu­
ries and by those who went to Westernize it, the knowledge produced 
by travelers in the past and by the media in the present, underlining at the 
same time the crucial relevance of the "African traditional system of 
thought," needed to conceptualize knowledge production beyond the two 
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cultures. He noted that gnosis etymologically is related to gnosko, which in 
ancient Greek means "to know." But, more specifically, Mudimbe notes, it 
means "seeking to know, inquiry, methods of knowing, investigation, and 
even acquaintance with someone. Often the word is used in a more special-
ized sense, that of higher and esoteric knowledge" (Mudimbe 1988, ix). 
Mudimbe is careful enough to specify that gnosis is not equivalent to either 
doxa or episteme. Episteme, Mudimbe clarifies, is understood as both 
science and intellectual configuration about systematic knowledge, while 
doxa is the kind of knowledge that the very conceptualization of epis­
teme needs as its exterior: episteme is not only the conceptualization of 
systematic knowledge but is also the condition of possibility of doxa; it is 

not its opposite. 
Following the previous configuration of the field of knowledge in Western 

memory, I will use gnoseology as the discourse about gnosis and I will un­
derstand by gnosis knowledge in general, including doxa and episteme. Bor­
der gnosis as knowledge from a subaltern perspective is knowledge con­
ceived from the exterior borders of the modern/colonial world system, and 
border gnoseology as a discourse about colonial knowledge is conceived at 
the conflictive intersection of the knowledge produced from the perspective 
of modern colonialisms (rhetoric, philosophy, science) and knowledge pro­
duced from the perspective of colonial modernities in Asia, Africa, and the 
Americas/Caribbean. Border gnoseology is a critical reflection on knowledge 
production from both the interior borders of the modern/colonial world 
system (imperial conflicts, hegemonic languages, directionality of transla­
tions, etc.) and its exterior borders (imperial conflicts with cultures being 
colonized, as well as the subsequent stages of independence or decoloniza­
tion). By interior borders I mean, for instance, the displacement of Spain 
from hegemonic position by England, in the seventeenth century, or the 
entry of the United States. in the concert of imperial nations in 1898. By 
exterior borders I mean the borders between Spain and the Islamic world, 
along with the Inca or Aztec people in the sixteenth century, or those be­
tween the British and the Indians in the nineteenth century, or the memories 
of slavery in the concert of imperial histories. Finally, border gnoseology 
could be contrasted with territorial gnoseology or epistemology, the philoso­
phy of knowledge, as we know it today (from Descartes, to Kant, to Husserl 
and all its ramifications in analytic philosophy of languages and philosophy 
of science): a conception and a reflection on knowledge articulated in con­
cert with the cohesion of national languages and the formation of the nation-

state (see chapter 6). 
"Gnosticism," said Hans Jonas (1958, 32), was the name for numerous 

doctrines "within and around Christianity during its critical first century." 
The emphasis was on knowledge (gnosis) with salvation as the final goal. As 
for the kind of knowledge gnostic knowledge is, Jonas observes that the 
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term by itself is a formal term that doesn't specify what is to be known or the 
subjective aspect of possessing knowledge. The difference with the gnostic 
context can be located in the concept of reason. 

As for what the knowledge is about, the associations of the term most familiar 

to the classically trained reader point to rational objects, and accordingly to 

natural reason as the organ for acquiring and possessing knowledge. In the 
gnostic context, however, "knowledge" has an emphatically religious or supra­

natural meaning and refers to objects which we nowadays should call those of 

faith rather than of reason .... Gnosis meant pre-eminently knowledge of God, 

and from what we have said about the radical transcendence of the deity it 
follows that "knowledge of God" is the knowledge of something naturally un­

knowable and therefore itself not a natural condition .... On the one hand it is 

closely bound up with revelationary experience, so that reception of the truth 
either through sacred and secret lore or through inner illumination replaces 
rational argument and theory ... on the other hand, being concerned with the 

secrets of salvation, "knowledge" is not just theoretical information about cer­

tain things but is itself, as a modification of the human condition, charged with 

performing a function in the bringing about of salvation. Thus gnostic "knowl­

edge" has an eminently practical object. 0onas 1958, 34) 

We are obviously no longer at the beginning of the Christian era and 
salvation is not a proper term to define the practicality of knowledge, and 
neither is its claim to truth. But we need to open up the space that epistemol­
ogy took over from gnoseology, and aim it not at God but at the uncertainties 
of the borders. Our goals are not salvation but decolonization, and transfor­
mations of the rigidity of epistemic and territorial frontiers established and 
controlled by the coloniality of power in the process of building the modern/ 
colonial world system. 

But since my focus is on forms of knowledge produced by modern colo­
nialism at the intersection with colonial modernities, border gnosis/gnoseol­
ogy and border thinking will be used interchangeably to characterize a 
powerful and emergent gnoseology, absorbing and displacing hegemonic 
forms of knowledge into the perspective of the subaltern. This is not a 
new form of synchretism or hybridity, but an intense battlefield in the 
long history of colonial subalternization of knowledge and legitimation of 
the colonial difference. By "subalternization of knowledge" I intend, 
through this book, to do justice and expand on an early insight by the Brazil­
ian "anthropologian" (as he called himself, instead of "anthropologist") 
Darcy Ribeiro. "Anthropologian" was indeed a marker of subaltern­
ization of knowledge: an anthropologist in the "Third World" (Ribeiro was 
writing at the end of the 1960s and in the middle of the cold war and the 
consolidation of area studies) is not the same as an anthropologist in the 
First World, since the former is in the location of the object of study, not in 
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the location of the studying subject. It is in this precise tension that Darcy 
Ribeiro's observation acquires its density, a density between the situation 
being described and the location of the subject within the situation he or 
she is describing: 

In the same way that Europe carried a variety of techniques and inventions to 

the people included in its network of domination ... it also introduced to them 

its equipment of concepts, preconcepts, and idiosyncrasy which referred at the 

same time to Europe itself and to the colonial people. 
The colonial people, deprived of their riches and of the fruit of their labor 

under colonial regimes, suffered, furthermore, the degradation of assuming as 

their proper image the image that was no more than the reflection of the Euro­

pean vision of the world, which considered colonial people racially inferior be­
cause they were black, Amerindians, or "mestizos." Even the brighter social 

strata of non-European people got used to seeing themselves and their commu­

nities as an infrahumanity whose destiny was to occupy a subaltern position 

because of the sheer fact that theirs was inferior to the European population. 

(Ribeiro 1968, 63) 

That colonial modernities, or "subaltern modernities" as Coronil (1997) 
prefers to label it, a period expanding from the late fifteenth century to the 
current stage of globalization, has built a frame and a conception of knowl­
edge based on the distinction between epistemology and hermeneutics and, 
by so doing, has subalternized other kinds of knowledge is the main thesis 
of this book. That long process of subalternization of knowledge is being 
radically transformed by new forms of knowledge in which what has been 
subalternized and considered interesting only as object of study becomes 
articulated as new loci of enunciation. This is the second thesis of this book. 
The first is explored through a cultural critique of historical configurations; 
the second, by looking at the emergence of new loci of enunciation, by 
describing them as "border gnosis" and by arguing that "border gnosis" is 
the subaltern reason striving to bring to the foreground the force and creativ­
ity of know ledges subalternized during a long process of colonization of the 
planet, which was at the same time the process in which modernity and the 
modern Reason were constructed. 

By "colonial differences" I mean, through my argument (and I should 
perhaps say "the colonial difference"), the classification of the planet in 
the modern/colonial imaginary, by enacting coloniality of power, an ener­
gy and a machinery to transform differences into values. If racism is the 
matrix that permeates every domain of the imaginary of the modern/colonial 
world system, "Occidentalism" is the overarching metaphor around which 
colonial differences have been articulated and rearticulated through the 
changing hands in the history of capitalism (Arrighi 1994) and the chang­
ing ideologies motivated by imperial conflicts. The emergence of new areas 
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of colonization that had to be articulated within the conflictive mem­
ory of the system (e.g., France's colonization of North Africa four 
hundred years after the Spanish expulsion of the Moors from the Iberian 
Peninsula). 

In my own intellectual history, a first formulation of border gnosis/gno­
seology could be found in the notion of "colonial semiosis" and "pluritopic 
hermeneutics," which I introduced several years ago (Mignolo 1991) and 
which became two key notions in the argument and analysis of my previous 
book on coloniality in the early modern period (Mignolo 1995a). Colonial 
semiosis (which some readers found to be just more jargon, although the 
same readers would not find "colonial history" or "colonial economy" ex­
travagant) was needed to account for a set of complex social and historical 
phenomena and to avoid the notion of "transculturation." Although I do 
not find anything wrong with the notion of transculturation, and while I 
endorse Ortiz's corrective of Malinowski's "acculturation," I was trying to 
avoid one of the meanings (indeed, the most common) attributed to the 
word: transculturation when it is attached to a biologicaVcultural mixture 
of people. When Ortiz suggested the term, he described Malinowski's accul­
turation as follows: 

Acculturation is used to describe the process of transition from one culture to 

another, and its manifold social repercussions. But transculturation is a more 

fitting term. I have chosen the word transculturation to express the highly var­
ied phenomena that come about in Cuba as a result of the extremely complex 

transmutation of culture that has taken place here, and without a knowledge of 

which it is impossible to understand the evolution of the Cuban folk, either in 

the economic or in the institutional, legal, ethical, religious, artistic, linguistic, 
psychological, sexual or other aspects of its life. (Ortiz [1940] 1995, 98) 

Ortiz conceived the entire history of Cuba as a long process of transcultura­
tion. And he summarized this idea in the following dictum: "The whole 
gamut of culture run by Europe in a span of more than four millenniums 
took place in Cuba in less than four centuries" (Ortiz [1940] 1995, 
99). Ortiz was interested in defining a national feature of Cuban history. I 
am more interested in critically reflecting on coloniality and thinking 
from such an experience, than in identifying national (or subcontinental, 
e.g., "Latin American") distinctive features. This is the main reason why 
I prefer the term colonial semiosis to transculturation, which, in the first 
definition provided by Ortiz, maintains the shadows of "mestizaje." Colonial 
semiosis emphasized, instead, the conflicts engendered by coloniality at 
the level of social-semiotic interactions, and by that I mean, in the sphere 
of signs. In the sixteenth century, the conflict of writing systems related 
to religion, education, and conversion was a fundamental aspect of coloni­
ality (Gruzinsky 1988; 1990; Mignolo 1995a). Colonial semiosis attempted, 

~ 
--::·~ 

THE MODERN/COLONIAL WORLD SYSTEM 15 

although perhaps not entirely successfully, to dispel the notion of "culture." 
Why? Because culture is precisely a key word of colonial discourses classify­
ing the planet, particularly since the second wave of colonial expansion, 
according to sign system (language, food, dress, religion, etc.) and ethnicity 
(skin color, geographical locations). Culture became, from the eigh­
teenth century until1950 approximately, a word between "nature" and "civi­
lization." Lately, culture has become the other end of capital and financial 
interests. 

While Ortiz defined transculturation mainly in terms of contact between 
people, he suggested also that tobacco and sugar, beyond their interest for 
the study of Cuban economy and historical peculiarities, offer, in addition, 
certain curious and original instances of transculturation of the sort that are 
of great and current interest in contemporary sociological sciences (Ortiz 
[1940] 1995, 5). This kind of transculturation is closer to my own notion 
of colonial semiosis. Let's explore why. In the second part of the book, and 
after exploring in detail tobacco's features in comparison with sugar, Ortiz 
explores the historical aspects of both and observes: 

Tobacco reached the Christian world along with the revolutions of the Renais­

sance and the Reformation, when the Middle Ages were crumbling and the 

modem epoch, with its rationalism, was beginning. One might say that reason, 

starved and benumbed by theology, to revive and free itself, needed the help of 
some harmless stimulant that should not intoxicate it with enthusiasm and then 

stupefy it with illusions and bestiality, as happens with the old alcoholic drinks 

that lead to drunkenness. For this, to help sick reason, tobacco came from 

America. And with it chocolate. And from Abyssinia and Arabia, about the same 

time, came coffee. And tea made its appearance from the Far East. 
The coincidental appearance of these four exotic products in the Old World, 

all of them stimulants of the senses as well as of the spirit, is not without inter­

ests. It is as though they had been sent to Europe from the four comers of the 

earth by the devil to revive Europe when "the time came," when that continent 

was ready to save the spirituality of reason from burning itself out and give the 
senses their due once more. (Ortiz [1940] 1995, 206) 

I am not interested in discussing here the historical validity of Ortiz's asser­
tion but in looking at transculturation from the realm of signs, rather than 
from that of people's miscegenation, and in displacing it toward the under­
standing of border thinking and the colonial difference. When people's 
blood enters in the definition of transculturation, it is difficult to avoid 
the temptation to understand miscegenation and biological mixtures. It is 
not the blood or the color of your skin but the descriptions of blood mixture 
and skin color that are devised and enacted in and by the coloniality of 
power that counts. Blood mixture and skin color, as far as I can ascertain, 
do not have inscribed in them a genetic code that becomes translated into 
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a cultural one. Rather, the descriptions made by those living organisms who 
can make descriptions of themselves and of their surroundings (Mignolo 
l995a, l-28) are the ones that establish an organization and a hierarchy of 
blood mixture and skin color. In this regard, the notion of transculturation 
is not relevant so much because it describes a given reality as it is because 
it changes previous descriptions made by living organisms making descrip­
tions of themselves (and sometimes following "disciplinary" norms in order 
to get such descriptions "right"). Transculturation offers a different view of 
people interaction. It is, in other words, a principle to produce descriptions 
that changes the principle in which similar descriptions have been made 
up to the point of its introduction in cultures of scholarship's vocabulary 
Instead, the encounter of exotic products coming into Europe from the 
four corners of the world to enter in a new social and gnoseological setting 
is a good image of transculturation without mestizaje. What is missing in 
Ortiz's analysis is coloniality, and it is missing because for Ortiz the main 
question is nationality Thus, colonial semiosis frames the issue within but 
also beyond the nation in the sense that nation-states are firmly established 
in the horizon of coloniality: either you find a nation-state that becomes an 
empire (like Spain or England) or one undergoing uprisings and rebellions 
to become autonomous, working toward the foundation of a nation (e.g., 
the Americas at the end of eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth 
centuries). 

Perhaps some of the resistance to colonial semiosis from people who will 
readily accept colonial history or economy is due to the fact that colonial 
semiosis goes together with pluritopic hermeneutics. And this, for sure, not 
only complicates the matter but also introduces more obscure jargon. Some­
times, however, jargon is necessary for how would you change the terms, 
and not only the content, of the conversation without it? I needed the com­
bination of these two notions to move away and not get trapped by the 
opposite danger: the platitude of colonial economy or colonial history start­
ing from the surface of what is "seen" and avoiding the risks of looking for 
what Rolph-Trouillot called the "unthinkable" in the Haitian Revolution. 
Thus, it is not always the case that jargon is unnecessary and often uncom­
mon words show us the invisible. In any event, pluritopic hermeneutics was 
necessary to indicate that colonial semiosis "takes place" in between conflict 
of knowledges and structures of power. Anibal Quijano (1997) has devel­
oped the notion of "coloniality of power," a phenomenon I just described 
as a "conflict of knowledges and structures of power." My understanding of 
coloniality of power presupposes the colonial difference as its condition of 
possibility and as the legitimacy for the subalternization of knowledges and 
the subjugation of people. 
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III 

Coloniality of power is a story that does not begin in Greece; or, if you wish, 
has two beginnings, one in Greece and the other in the less known memories 
of millions of people in the Caribbean and the Atlantic coast, and better­
known memories (although not as well known as the Greek legacies) in the 
Andes and in Mesoamerica. The extended moment of conflict between peo­
ple whose brain and skin have been formed by different memories, sensibili­
ties, and belief between 1492 and today is the crucial historical intersection 
where the coloniality of power in the Americas can be located and unraveled. 
Quijano identifies coloniality of power with capitalism and its consolidation 
in Europe from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries. Coloniality of 
power implies and constitutes itself, according to Quijano, through the fol-

lowing: 

1. The classification and reclassification of the planet population­
the concept of "culture" becomes crucial in this task of classifying and 

reclassifying. 
2. An institutional structure functional to articulate and manage 

such classifications (state apparatus, universities, church, etc.). 
3. The definition of spaces appropriate to such goals. 
4. An epistemological perspective from which to articulate the 

meaning and profile of the new matrix of power and from which the 
new production of knowledge could be channeled. 

This is, in a nutshell, what for Quijano constitutes the coloniality of power 
by way of which the entire planet, including its continental division (Africa, 
America, Europe), becomes articulated in such production of knowledge 
and classificatory apparatus. Eurocentrism becomes, therefore, a metaphor 
to describe the coloniality of power from the perspective of subalternity 
From the epistemological perspective, European local knowledge and his­
tories have been projected to global designs, from the dream of an Orbis 
Universalis Christianus to Hegel's belief in a universal history that could be 
narrated from a European (and therefore hegemonic) perspective. Colonial 
semiosis attempted to identify particular moments of tension in the conflict 
between two local histories and knowledges, one responding to the move­
ment forward of a global design that intended to impose itself and those 
local histories and knowledges that are forced to accommodate themselves 
to such new realities. Thus, colonial semiosis requires a pluritopic herme­
neutics since in the conflict, in the cracks and fissures where the conflict 
originates, a description of one side of the epistemological divide won't do. 
But that is not all, because while the first problem was to look into the 
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spaces in between, the second was how to produce knowledge from such 
in-between spaces. Otherwise, it would not have been a pluritopic herme­
neutics, but a monotopic one (i.e., a persepective of a homogenous knowing 
subject located in a universal no-man's-land), describing the conflict be­
tween people made of different knowledge and memories. "Border thinking" 
is the notion that I am introducing now with the intention of transcending 
hermeneutics and epistemology and the corresponding distinction between 
the knower and the known, in the epistemology of the second modernity. 
To describe in "reality" both sides of the border is not the problem. The 
problem is to do it from its exteriority (in Levinas's sense). The goal is to 
erase the distinction between the knower and the known, between a "hy­
brid" object (the borderland as the known) and a "pure" disciplinary or 
interdisciplinary subject (the knower), uncontaminated by the border mat­
ters he or she describes. To change the terms of the conversation it is neces­
sary to overcome the distinction between subject and object, on the one 
hand, and between epistemology and hermeneutics on the other. Border 
thinking should be the space in which this new logic could be thought out. 
In chapter 1, I explore Abdelkebir Khatibi's concept of "an other thinking" 
as a response to this problem. In chapter 6 I explore the possibility of "an 
other tongue" following Alfred Arteaga's expression. 

IV 

This book came into existence when I realized that today's emergence of 
"border thinking" was a consequence of the modem world system, as origi­
nally described by Imannuel Wallerstein (1974), and expanded and compli­
cated later on by Eric Wolf (1982),Janet L. Abu-Lughod (1989), Giovanni 
Arrighi (1996), not to mention the debates on the very idea of "world sys­
tem" that took place in the past twenty years, of which the journal Review 
(published by the Ferdinand Braudel Center at Binghamton) has been a 
visible medium (see Review 15, No.4, [1992], for instance). I began to piggy­
back on modem world system analysis and, in doing so, I followed the 
example of Edward Said on the one hand and the South Asian Subaltern 
Studies Group on the other. In both cases, there was piggybacking on Michel 
Foucault, first, and Karl Marx and Antonio Gramsci, second, whose debates 
on colonialism were located in a "universal" domain of discussion, promot­
ing it from the more local and descriptive site it occupied until the 1980s. 
But then, why am I not piggybacking on South Asian subaltern studies, or 
on Said's Orientalism, or even on German critical theory or French post 
structuralism, which have more clout in cultural studies and postcolonial 
debates than modem world system theory? And why the modern world 
system model or metaphor that has been much criticized and looked at with 
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suspicion by many within the social sciences, and went almost unnoticed 
within the humanities? 

One of the possible answers to this question is at the same time my justi­
fication to start with this paradigm: the modem world system model or 
metaphor has the sixteenth century as a crucial date of its constitution, 
while all the other possibilities I just mentioned (Said, Guha, critical theory, 
poststructuralism) have the eighteenth century and the Enlightenment as 
the chronological frontier of modernity. Since my feelings, education, and 
thinking are anchored on the colonial legacies of the Spanish and Portuguese 
empires in the Americas, to "begin" in the eighteenth century would be to 
put myself out of the game. This is also an answer to Valentin Mudimbe, 
who asked me once, "What do you have against the Enlightenment?" The 
Enlightenment comes second in my own experience of colonial histories. 
The second phase of modernity, the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revo­
lution, was derivative in the history of Latin America and entered in the 
nineteenth century as the exteriority that needed to be incorporated in order 
to build the "republic" after independence from Spain and Portugal had been 
gained (see chapter 3). 

Border gnosis or border thinking is in this book in dialogue with the 
debate on the universallparticular, on the one hand, and with Michel Fou­
cault's notion of "insurrection of subjugated know ledges," on the other. Fur­
thermore, border thinking/gnosis could serve as a mediator between the two 
interrelated issues I am introducing here: subjugated knowledges and the 
universallparticular dilemma. A link between Foucault's notion of subju­
gated knowledges and Darcy Ribeiro's subaltern knowledges allows me to 
reframe the dilemma of the universallparticular through the colonial differ­
ence. 

In his inaugural lecture in the College of France (1976), Foucault intro­
duced the expression "insurrection of subjugated knowledges" to describe 
an epistemological transformation he perceived at work in the fifteen years 
or so previous to his lecture. He devoted a couple of paragraphs to specify 
his understanding of subjugated knowledges: "By subjugated knowledges I 
mean two things. On the one hand, I am referring to the historical contents 
that have been buried and disguised in a functionalist of formal systematiza­
tion" (81). By "historical content." Foucault was referring to something that 
has been buried "behind" the disciplines and the production of knowledge, 
that was neither the semiology of life nor the sociology of delinquency but 
the repression of the "immediate emergence of historical contents." 

His second approach to subjugated knowledges was expressed in the fol­
lowing terms: 

I believe that by subjugated know ledges one should understand something else, 

something which in a sense is altogether different, namely, a whole set of knowl-
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edge that has been disqualified as inadequate to its tasks or insufficiently elabo­
rated: naive knowledges, located low down on the hierarchy, beneath the re­

quired level of cognition of scientificity. I also believe that it is through the 

re-emergence of these low-ranking knowledges, these unqualified knowledges 

(such as that of the psychiatric patient, of the ill person, of the doctor-parallel 

and marginal as they are to the knowledge of medicine-that of the delinquent, 
etc.) which involve what I would call a popular knowledge [le savoir des gens] 
though it is far from being a general common sense knowledge, but on the con­
trary a particular, local, regional knowledge, a differential knowledge incapable of 
unanimity and which owes its forces only to the harshness with which it is opposed 

by everything surrounding it-that is through the re-appearance of this knowl­
edge, of these local popular knowledges, these disqualified knowledges, that 

criticism performs its work. (Foucault [1976] 1980, 82; emphasis added) 

Foucault was certainly aware of the disparity between the kinds of knowl­
edges he was confronting, academic and disciplinary knowledge, on the one 
hand, and nonacademic and popular knowledge on the other. He was also 
aware that he was not attempting to oppose the "abstract unity of theory" to 
the "concrete multiplicity of facts" (83). Foucault was using the distinction 
between disciplinary and subjugated knowledges to question the very foun­
dation of academiddisciplinary and expert knowledge without which the 
very notion of subjugated knowledge would not have sense. He called gene­
alogy the union of "erudite knowledge and local memories" and specified 
that what genealogy really does is to "entertain the claims to attention of 
local, discontinuous, disqualified, illegitimate knowledges against the claims 
of a unitary body of theory which would filter hierarchies and order them 
in the name of some true knowledge and some arbitrary idea of what consti­
tutes a science and its objects" ([1972-77] 1980, 83). 

My intention in this introduction and throughout the book is to move 
subjugated knowledge to the limits of the colonial difference where subju­
gated become subaltern knowledges in the structure of coloniality of power. 
And I conceive subaltern knowledges in tandem with accidentalism as the 
overarching imaginary of the modern/colonial world system: accidentalism 
is the visible face in the building of the modem world, whereas subaltern 
knowledges are its darker side, the colonial side of modernity. This very 
notion of subaltern knowledges, articulated in the late 1960s by Darcy Ri­
beiro, makes visible the colonial difference between anthropologists in the 
First World "studying" the Third World and "anthropologians" in the Third 
World reflecting on their own geohistorical and colonial conditions. Allow 
me to repeat, with a distinct emphasis, Ribeiro's paragraph quoted already 
on page 13: 

In the same way that Europe carried a variety of techniques and inventions to 

the people included in its network of domination ... it also introduced to them 
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its equipment of concepts, preconcepts, and idiosyncrasy that referred at the same 
time to Europe itself and to the colonial people. The colonial people, deprived 

of their riches and of the fruit of their labor under colonial regimes, suffered, 

furthermore, the degradation of assuming as their proper image the image that 
was no more than the reflection of the European vision of the world, which 

considered colonial people racially inferior because they were black, (Amer) 

Indians, or mestizos .... Even the brighter social strata of non-European people 
got used to seeing themselves and their communities as an infrahumanity whose 
destiny was to occupy a subaltern position because of the sheer fact that theirs 

was inferior to the European population. (Ribeiro 1968, 63; emphasis added) 

Although the introduction of "subaltemity" by Antonio Gramsci pointed 
toward a structure of power established around class relations in the modern 
(industrial) Western societies, ethnoracial relations (as I suggested) were 
crucial for the establishment of class relations structured around labor, the 
exploitation of the Amerindians, and the increasing slave trade from sub­
Saharan Africa. On the other hand, a hierarchical relation and consequently 
a subalternization of knowledge occurred at a different level, the level of 
religion. Christianity established itself as intolerant to judaism and Islam as 
well as to the "idolatry" of the Amerindians, whose extirpation became a 
major goal of the church in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (Duviols 
1971; MacCormack 1991). Christianity became, with the expulsion of]ews 
and Moors and the "discovery" of America, the first global design of the 
modern/colonial world system and, consequently, the anchor of acciden­
talism and the coloniality of power drawing the external borders as the colo­
nial difference, which became reconverted and resemantized in the late eigh-

. teenth and early nineteenth centuries with the expansion of Britain and 
France to Asia and Africa. Global designs are the complement of universal­
ism in the making of the modern/colonial world. 

Today, a world history or a universal history is an impossible task. Or 
perhaps both are possible but hardly credible. Universal histories in the past 
five hundred years have been embedded in global designs. Today, local his­
tories are coming to the forefront and, by the same token, revealing the local 
histories from which global designs emerge in their universal drive. From 
the project of the Orbis Universalis Christianum, through the standards of 
civilization at the turn of the twentieth century, to the current one of global­
ization (global market), global designs have been the hegemonic project for 
managing the planet. This project changed hands and names several times, 
but the times and names are not buried in the past. On the contrary, they 
are all still alive in the present, even if the most visible is the propensity 
toward making the planet into a global market. However, it is not difficult 
to see that behind the market as the ultimate goal of an economic project 
that has become an end in itself, there is the Christian mission of the early 
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modern (Renaissance) colonialism , the civilizing mission of the secularized 
modernity, and the development and modernization projects after World 
War II. Neoliberalism, with its emphasis on the market and consumption, 
is not just a question of economy but a new form of civilization. The impos­
sibility or lack of credibility of universal or world histories today is not 
advanced by some influential postmodern theory, but by the economic and 
social forces generally referred to as globalization and by the emergence of 
forms of knowledge that have been subalternized during the past five hun­
dred years under global designs I just mentioned-that is, during the period 
of planetary expansion I call here modern colonialisms and colonial moder­
nities. To simplify things, I refer to this double edge as modernity/coloniality 
The coexistence and the intersection of both modern colonialisms and colo­
nial modernities (and, obviously, the multiplication of local histories taking 
the place occupied by world or universal history), from the perspective of 
people and local histories that have to confront modern colonialism, is what 
I understand here as "coloniality," quite simply, the reverse and unavoidable 
side of "modernity"-its darker side, like the part of the moon we do not 
see when we observe it from earth. 

The overarching, and necessary, concept of coloniality/modernity implies 
the need, indeed, the strong need, for building macronarratives from the 
perspective of coloniality And this is one of the main goals of this 
book. Macronarratives from the perspective of coloniality are not the coun­
terpart of world or universal history, but a radical departure from such global 
projects. They are neither (or at least not only) revisionist narratives nor 
narratives that intend to tell a different truth but, rather, narratives geared 
toward the search for a different logic. This book is intended as a contribu­
tion to changing the terms of the conversation as well as its content (per­
suaded by Trouillot's insistence on the issue) to displace the "abstract uni­
versalism" of modern epistemology and world history, while leaning toward 
an alternative to totality conceived as a network of local histories and multi­
ple local hegemonies. Without such macronarratives told from the historical 
experiences of multiple local histories (the histories of modernity/coloni­
ality), it would be impossible to break the dead end against which modern 
epistemology and the reconfiguration of the social sciences and 
the humanities since the eighteenth century have framed hegemonic forms 
of knowledge. Western expansion since the sixteenth century has not only 
been a religious and economic one, but also the expansion of hege­
monic forms of knowledge that shaped the very conception of economy and 
religion. That is to say, it was the expansion of a "representational" concept 
of knowledge and cognition (Rorty 1982) that I will be attempting to dis­
place from the perspective of emerging epistemologies/gnoseologies, which 
I explore and conceive as border gnosis/gnoseology and link to modernity/ 
colonality 
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The book is then a series of interconnected essays on the imaginary of the 
modern/colonial world system. I use imaginary in the sense of Edouard Glis­
sant. Following the translator of Poetique de la relation ( [1990] 1997), I read 
Glissant not to mean by imaginary "the now widely accepted Lacanian sense 
in which the Imaginary is contrasted with the Symbolic and the Real." For 
Glissant the imaginary is all the ways a culture has of perceiving and con­
ceiving of the world. Hence, every human culture will have its own particu­
lar imaginary" (Wing 1997). In a terminology already introduced in the 
Darker Side of the Renaissance (Mignolo 1995a), the imaginary of the mod­
ern/colonial world is its self-description, the ways in which it described itself 
through the discourse of the state, intellectuals, and scholars. I also submit, 
and discuss throughout the book, "Occidentalism" as the overarching meta­
phor of the modern/colonial world system imaginary. It is fitting that an 
updated article published by Wallerstein in 1992 is titled "The West, Capi­
talism and the Modern World-System." By "border thinking" I mean the 
moments in which the imaginary of the modern world system cracks. "Bor­
der thinking" is still within the imaginary of the modern world system, but 
repressed by the dominance of hermeneutics and epistemology as keywords 
controlling the conceptualization of knowledge. 

But let me tell you first how I do conceive of the modern/colonial world 
system in this book. I do not discuss whether the "world system" is five 
hundred or five thousand years old (Gunder Frank and Gills 1993; Dussel 
l998a; l998b). It is important for my argument to make a distinction be­
tween the "world system" Gunder Frank and Gills theorize and the "mod­
em/colonial world system," whose imaginary is the topic of this book. This 
imaginary is a powerful one, not only in the sociohistorical economic struc­
ture studied by Wallerstein (1974; 1980; 1989) and what he calls "geocul­
ture" (Wallerstein l991a), but also in the Amerindian imaginary. 

"Imaginary" shall be distinguished from "geoculture." For Wallerstein, 
the geoculture of the modern world system shall be located between the 
French Revolution and May 1968 in France (as well as around the world) 
is defined in terms of France's intellectual hegemony-a most interesting 
location of the geoculture of the modern world system, since its economic 
history as the history of capitalism (from Venice and Genoa, to Holland and 
England) (Arrighi 1994) does not include France, as a special chapter of 
this narrative. France, then, provided the geoculture of modernity since the 
French Revolution, although France's participation in the history of capital­
ism was marginal (Arrighi 1994). On the other hand, Wallerstein stated that 
there is no geoculture of the system until the French Revolution. How can 
we describe then the Christian global and gee-ideological perspective from 
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the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries? I prefer, therefore, to think in 
terms of the imaginary of the Atlantic commercial circuit, which is extended, 
and thus includes what Wallerstein calls "geoculture," to the end of the 
twentieth century and is resemantized in the discourse of neoliberalism as 
a new civilizing project driven by the market and the transnational corpora­
tions. In my argument, the imaginary of the modern/colonial world system 
is the overarching discourse of Occidentalism, in its geohistorical transfor­
mation in tension and conflict with the forces of subalternity that were en­
gendered from the early responses of the Amerindian and African slaves to 
it, to current intellectual undoing of Occidentalism and social movements 
looking for new paths toward a democratic imaginary: 

Laguna writer Leslie Marmon Silko includes a "five hundred year map" 
at the beginning of her novel, The Almanac of the Dead (1991); (fig. 1), and 
the first sentence of the Zapatista declaration from the Lacandon Forest in 
january 1994 reads "we are the product of 500 years of struggle" (EZLN, 
CG 1995). October 12 is commemorated by Spaniards and officially in the 
Americas as the day of the "discovery:" Amerindians have recently begun to 
commemorate October ll, instead, as the last day of "freedom." I suppose 
that a similar image can be created, if it is not yet at work, among the Afro­
Caribbean and Afro-American population. 

Glissant's use of the concept of "imaginary" is sociohistorical rather than 
individual. Spanish philosopher jose Ortega y Gasset, concerned with the 
same question of the density of collective memory; conceived every act of 
saying as inscribed in a triple dimension: the ground ("suelo"), the under­
ground ("subsuelo"), and the enemy ("el enemigo") (Ortega y Gasset 1954). 
The underground is what is there but is not visible. The Christian T/0 was 
invisibly inscribed since the sixteenth century in every world map where 
we "see" fourth continents. We may not "know" that the fourth continents 
are not "there" in the world map but the symbolical inscription "fourth" in 
the tripartite Christian division of the world in Asia/Shem, Africa/Ham, and 
Europel]apeth began to be accepted in and since the sixteenth century. And 
we may not know that the Americas were considered the daughter and the 
inheritor of Europe because it was, indeed, a fourth continent but not like 
the others. Noah did not have four sons. Consequently, the Americas became 
the natural extension of]apeth, toward the West. The imaginary of the mod­
ern/colonial world system is not only what is visible and in the "ground" 
but what has been hidden from view in the "underground" by successive 
layers of mapping people and territories. 

However, I'm not arguing for the "representation" of the invisible or for 
"studying" the subalterns. To argue in that direction would be to argue from 
the perspective of a "denotative" epistemic assumption that I rejected in my 
previous book. (l995a; 16-28) and that I continue to reject here. Denotative 
epistemic assumptions are presupposed in what I call here "territorial episte-
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Figure l. Leslie Marmon Silko's map reinstalled the colonial difference by introducing the tempo­
ral dimension within a spatial configuration, showing in a transnational perpective the history of 
the modem/colonial world system from a particular local history As we know, Amerindians did 
not make a strict distinction between space and time. The "five hundred year map" joins Amerin­
dians' and Native Americans' claim for memory, for land, for human dignity, for the desubalterni­
zation of knowledge, and for erasure ofthe colonial difference. (From Leslie Marmon Silko. 1982. 
Almanac of the Dead. New York: Simon and Schuster, Inc.) 

mology" and which is, in terms of Ortega y Gasset, "the enemy" Ortega y 
Gasset assumed that every act of saying was a "saying against." In my argu­
ment this is not a necessary restriction. It would be more accurate to say 
that every act of saying is at the same time a "saying against" and a "saying 
for." This double movement will acquire a complex dimension when viewed 
at the intersection of local histories and global designs, and at the intersec­
tion of hegemonic and subaltern grounds and undergrounds. From this per­
spective, recent discussions on the "facts" and "fictions" component of Ri­
goberta Menchu's (1984) narrative fall within a denotative and territorial 
epistemology. Rigoberta Menchu's story is no less "fact and fiction" than any 
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other known narrative from the Bible to The Clash of Civilizations. The better 
question would be: What are the ground, the underground, and the enemy 
of these or other narratives? To argue in this direction requires a change 
of terrain: to move, first, from a denotative to an enactive epistemology, 
and, second, to move from a territorial to a border epistemology which 
presupposes an awareness of and a sensibility for the colonial difference. 
Rigoberta Menchu argues from an enactive and border epistemology Her 
critics are located instead in a denotative and territorial epistemology This 
tension between hegemonic epistemology with emphasis on denotation and 
truth, and subaltern epistemologies with emphasis on performance and 
transformation shows the contentions and the struggle for power. It also 
shows how the exercise of the coloniality of power (anchored on denotative 
epistemology and the will to truth) attributes itself the right to question 
alternatives whose will to truth is preceded by the will to transform-a will 
to transform, like in Rigoberta Menchu, emerging from the experience of 
the colonial difference engrained in the imaginary of the modern/colonial 
world since I500. 

janet L. Abu-Lughod (I989) described the world order between A.D. 1250 
and 1350 in eight dominant commercial circuits, extending from Peking to 
Genoa (fig. 2). At this point I am interested in two aspects from this map. 
One is the fact that during that period, Genoa, Bruges, and Troyes were in 
the margins of the commercial circuits, dominated by circuit viii. This is one 
of the reasons why Spaniards and Portuguese were interested in reaching 
China, but there is no record of the Chinese being irresistibly attracted by 
Christendom as it was emerging in the West after the failure of the Crusades. 
My second point of interest is that figure 2 completely ignores what figure 
3 shows. The map shown in figure 3 includes two more commercial circuits 
"hidden" from Eurocentric narratives. The first commercial circuit had its 
center in Anahuac, in what is today Mexico, and extended toward today's 
Guatemala and Panama in the south and to today's New Mexico and Ari­
zona in the north. The other had its center in Tawantinsuyu, in what is 
today Peru, and extended north toward present-day Ecuador and Colom­
bia, east to present-day Bolivia and south to the northern part of today's 
Argentina and Chile. 

Enrique Dussel (1998a) has suggested that, given the world order de­
scribed in figure 2, the fact that it was the Spaniards and not the Chinese or 
the Portuguese who "discovered" America responds to an obvious historical 
logic. China was in a dominant position. Therefore, even if Chinese naviga­
tors reached the Pacific coasts of America before the Spaniards, it was not 
an event to be qualified as the most important since the creation of the 
world, as historian Lopez de G6mara did toward 1555. The Portuguese did 
not need to try the Atlantic route because they had been controlling the 
coast of Africa, from north to south, and around to the Indian Ocean, with 
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Figure 2. The eight commercial circuits in the thirteeth century in a multicentered world, according 
to janet L. Abu-Lughod. Notice that although Abu-Lughod writes at the end of the twentieth cen­
tury, the Atlantic and the "Americas" are not in the picture of the scholar because they were not in 
the picture of those living in the thirteenth century from Genova to Adend and to Peking; from 
Palembang to Karakorum. (From janet L. Abu-Lughod. 1989. Before European Hegemony. Copyright 
© 1989 by Oxford University Press. Used by permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.) 

easy access to Malaca, Canton, and Peking. It is not by chance that Colum­
bus went first to the court of Portugal, and only after his plans were rejected 
did he approach Isabelle and Ferdinand of Spain. What Columbus did, in 
this context, was to open the gates for the creation of a new commercial 
circuit connecting circuit I, in Abu-Lughod's map, with the one in Anahuac 
and the other in Tawantinsuyu. I am retelling this well-known story because 
it is the story that connects the Mediterranean with the Atlantic, begins to 
displace the commercial forces (mines and plantations) to the latter, and 
lays the foundation of what is today conceived as the modern world system. 
Now the inception of a new commercial circuit, which would be the founda­
tion of Western economy and dominance, goes together with a rearticulation 
of the racial imaginary, whose consequences are still alive today. Two ideas 
became central in such rearticulation: "purity of blood" and "rights of the 
people." 

The "purity of blood" principle was formalized at the beginning of the 
sixteenth century, in Spain, and established the final "cut" between Chris-
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tians, Jews and Moors (Sicroff 1960; Netanyahu 1995, 975-80, 1041-47; 
Harvey 1990, 307-40; Constable 1997). At the same time, it created the 
concept of "converso." While the expulsion of the Moors demarcated the 
exterior of what would be a new commercial circuit and the Mediterranean 
became that frontier, the expulsion of the Jews determined one of the inner 
borders of the emerging system. The converso instead opened up the border­
land, the place in which neither the exterior nor the interior frontiers apply, 
although they were the necessary conditions for borderlands. The converso 
will never be at peace with himself or herself, nor will he or she be trustwor­
thy from the point of view of the state. The converso was not so much a 
hybrid as it was a place of fear and passing, of lying and terror. The reasons 
for conversion could as easily be deep conviction or sheer social conve­
nience. Whatever the case, he or she would know that the officers of the 
state would be suspicious of the authenticity of such a conversion. To be 
considered or to consider oneself a Jew, a Moor, or a Christian was clear. To 
be a converso was to navigate the ambiguous waters of the undecided. At 
the time, the borderland was not a comfortable position to be in. Today, the 
borderland is the place of a desired epistemological potential (see chapters 
1, 5, 6, and 7) and the "discomfort" generated by Rigoberta Menchu. 

While "purity of blood" rearticulated the three religions of the book and 
the field of force in the Mediterranean, later it was adapted to the Spanish 
colonies in the Americas too, and it was carried over the republican period. 
My interest here in underlining "purity of blood" is due to the fact that in 
the Iberian Peninsula in the sixteenth century the Atlantic was organized 
according to a different and opposed principle: the "rights of the people," 
which emerged from the Valladolid early debates between Gines de Se­
pulveda and Bartolome de Las Casas on the humanity of the Amerindians 
and was followed up by the long debates in the School of Salamanca on 
cosmopolitanism and international relations (Hoffner 1957; Ramos et al., 
1984). Contrary to "purity of blood," which was a punitive principle, "rights 
of the people" was the first legal attempt (theological in nature) to write 
down a canon of international law, that was reformulated in a secular dis­
course in the eighteenth-century as the "rights of men and of the citizen" 
(Ishay 1997, 73-173). One of the important differences between the two 
("rights of the people" and "rights of men and of the citizen") is that the 
first is at the heart of the colonial, hidden side of modernity and looks for 
the articulation of a new frontier, which was similar neither to the Moors 
nor to the Jews. The second, instead, is the imaginary working within the 
system itself, looking at the "universality" of man as seen in an already 
consolidated Europe, made possible because of the riches from the colonial 
world flowing west to east, through the Atlantic. 
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The "Rights of the People" had another important consequence in build­
ing the imaginary of the modern world system, which would be revealed 
after the declaration of the "rights of men and of the citizen." "Rights of 
the People" was a discussion about Amerindians, and not African slaves. 
Amerindians were considered vassals of the king and servants of God; as 
such they; theoretically; could not be enslaved. They were supposed to be 
educated and converted to Christianity African slaves were not in the same 
category: they were part of the Atlantic "commerce" (Manning 1990, 23-
37) rather than natives of a New World where complex social organizations 
have been achieved, as in Anahuac and Tawantinsuyu. However, and per­
haps because of the difference in status, Amerindians failed in their revolu­
tionary attempt. The most well known revolt, that of Tupac Amaru, in the 
eighteenth century was unsuccessful. The Haitian Revolution, which antici­
pated the movements of independence in Spanish America, was successful 
but "silent" in the self-description of the modern world system (Trouillot 
1995) for which only the independence of New Englanders from England 
and the French Revolution counted. 

The extension of the Spanish domain in the Americas, as can be seen in 
figure 4 (Wolf 1982, 132) significantly changed during the nineteenth cen­
tury. Its shape was transformed first with the independence of Spanish 
American countries and, second, with the displacement of the frontier be­
tween the United States and Mexico when Mexico lost its northern territo­
ries in 1848 and then Cuba and Puerto Rico in 1898. The modern/colonial 
world system was profoundly altered at the end of the nineteenth century 
The United States (a former British colony) became a leading power, and 
japan detached itself from China and was admitted to the family of nations 
abiding by the standards of civilizations. By the beginning of the twentieth 
century (as shown in fig. 5; Huntington 1996), the imaginary of the "mod­
ern" world system reduced the "West" to practically just English-speaking 
countries. On the other hand, a complementary perspective from the hidden 
side of "coloniality" (fig. 6, Osterhammel 1997) underlines the colonized 
areas of the world, instead of underlining the "West." These two maps (figs. 
5 and 6), suggest once more that modernity and coloniality are looked at 
separately; as two different phenomena. There could be no other reason why 
Wallerstein conceived a "modern" and not a "modern/colonial" world sys­
tem, and why all his more recent analyses are done from within the history 
of the "modern" (Wallerstein 1991a), which he locates in the French Revo­
lution. 

At this point, a new and crucial turn in the imaginary of the modern/ 
colonial world system shall be mentioned. If the sixteenth and the seven­
teenth centuries were dominated by the Christian imaginary (whose mission 
extended from the Catholics and Protestants in the Americas, to the jesuits 
in China), the end of the nineteenth century witnessed a radical change. 
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Figure 4. The Spanish Empire, until 1848, extended through almost all the Ameri­
cas. (From Eric R. Woolf. 1982. Europe and the People without History. Berkeley: The 
University of California Press. Used by permission of The University of California 
Press.) 

"Purity of blood" was no longer measured in terms of religion but of the 
color of people's skin, and began to be used to distinguish the Aryan "race" 
from other "races" and, more and more, to justify the superiority of the 
Anglo-Saxon "race" above all the rest (de Gobineau 1853-55; Arendt [1948] 
1968, 173-80). I submit that the turning point took place in 1898 when the 
U.S.-Spanish War was justified, from the U.S. perspective, with reference to 
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Figure 5. By 1920 hegemony has moved North and West as the United States was already on the 
way to becoming the new imperial country Central and South America and the Caribbean 
(roughly "Latin America") became "marginal" in the imaginary of the modern/colonial world 
(From Samuel P. Huntington. 1996. The Clash of Civilians and the Remaking of the World Order 
Used by permission of Simon and Schuster.) 

the superiority of the "white Anglo-Saxon race" whose destiny was to civilize 
the world (Mahan 1890; Burgess 1890, vol. 1; Fiske 1902b) over the "white 
Catholic Christians and Latins," a term introduced by the French political 
intelligentsia and used at that time to trace the frontiers in Europe as well 
as in the Americas between Anglo-Saxons and Latins. A significant turn of 
events took place whose consequences for today's racial and multicultural 
discourse in the United States cannot be overlooked. Not only did WE.B. 
DuBois write The Souls of the Black Folk ([1905] 1990) in the initial years 
of the twentieth century when racial discourse on white supremacy was 
justifying U.S. imperial expansion, but also the year 1898 became the anchor 
for the U.S. perspective on "Latinos" continuing until today. I have argued 
elsewhere (Mignolo, forthcoming) that 1898 provided the ideological and 
historical justification to recast 1848 and the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo 
between the United States and Mexico in an ideological discourse that was 
still not available at the time (Oboler 1997). 
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Figure 6. By the same years (beginning of the twentieth century), a look from the colonial 
perspective helps also in understanding the colonial difference. In contrast with figure 4, 
Spanish territory has been reduced to Spain itself. British and French territories reversed 
the sixteeth to mid-nineteeth century modern/colonial map: territorial possessions are now 
located in Africa and Asia, not in America. "British" territory in the Americas, as drawn on 
the map, is no longer British at the time but independent United States. (From ji.irgen 
Osterhammel. 1997. Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview, used by permission of Markus 
Wiener Publishers.) 

The changes in the modern/colonial world imaginary I have in mind 
throughout this book are illustrated in figures 7, 8, and 9. The reader should 
make an effort to "see" beyond the maps the colonial differences, framed in 
the sixteeth century and reframed ever since until the current scenario of 
global coloniality. 

VI 

There are, finally; several differences I would like to underline between the 
terminology and assumptions of the modern world system model or meta­
phor and my own conception of the modern/colonial world system. In the 
first place, I conceive of the system in terms of internal and external borders 
rather than centers, semiperipheries, and peripheries. Internal and external 
borders are not discrete entities but rather moments of a continuun in colo­
nial expansion and in changes of national imperial hegemonies. The emer-
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Figure 7. The cold war redrew the map of the early modern/colonial world and displaced the 
colonial difference from the dichotomy between Occident and Orient to North and South. The 
North-South geopolitical distinction is curious since Australia and Argentina are so far South as 
you can get, but the colonial difference has been located, this time, in First and Third Worlds. 
These developments explain again why "Latin America" began to fade away in the 1920s (see fi~ 
5). (From Martin W Lewis and Karen E. Wigen. 1997. The Myth of Continents: A Critique of 

Metageography. Berkeley: The University of California Press. Used by permission of The Universicy 
of California Press.) 

gence of a new commercial circuit centered in the Atlantic and inclusive of 
both Spain and its domain in the Americas and the Philippines is one of 
the basic changes triggering a new imaginary. If Islam was situated in the 
exteriority of the commercial circuit, the Americas were located halfway 
between the otherness of the Amerindian and the African slaves, on the one 
hand, and the Spanish and Creole (born in America from Spanish descent) 
population, on the other. In the sixteenth century, Russia and Spain were 
two powerful Christian centers. Soon, they became its margin. Leopoldo 
Zea (1957) described how Russia and Spain became borders (his expression) 
of the West: "border countries where Western habits and customs are 
blurred and mingle with non-Western ones" ([1957] 1992, 103). For Zea, 
the increasing secularization of the hegemonic Western imaginary relegated 
Russia and Spain to the fringes of the West: 

Russia because of her Byzantine orthodoxy and Spain because of her Catholi­

cism did not take the path pursued by the West, when she began to follow a 

new trend, renouncing her Christian past as an experience she had undergone 
but had no desire to repeat. During this phase Russia had to readjust to the new 
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Figure 8. The cold war also witnessed massive decolonization that radically transformed the face 
of the world as depicted in figures 5 and 6. A new form of colonialism, nonterritorial, arose in 
the West (or "free world"), in wich power was no longer visible and measured in territorial posses­
'ions. A new form of colonialism arose in the East (or "Communist bloc"), leaving a zone of 
nations in between (or "unaligned nations"). (From Samuel P. Huntington. 1996. The Clash of 

Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order. Used by permission of Simon and Schuster.) 

trend, become Westernized, and abandon that part of the past which no longer 

had any meaning for Western man. (Zea 1992, 104) 

The Marxist-Leninist revolution in 1918 redrew the borders and the place 
of the Soviet Union in the modern world system and began a colonialism of 
its own. Although I do not pursue this line of thought in this book, it is 
important to mention it not only as an explanation of my understanding of 
"borders of the modern/colonial world system" but also because in 1959 
Cuba entered into the reconfiguration initiated by the Russian Revolution 
and forced a redrawing of the geopolitical map of the Americas. It is also 
important to keep in mind that the Russian Revolution brought the emerg­
ing Soviet Union into a new relation with western Europe through the incor­
poration of Marxism, all the while maintaining its memory and its "differ­
ence" with the secular imaginary of the core countries of western Europe 
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Figure 9. The end of the cold war made more visible what is still graphically invisible: the glob~ 
colonialism enacted by the transnational corporations. The colonial difference is no longer locatec 
in the geographic arena. The colonial difference is displaced here to "civilizations," not to cardinal 
points in map. "Latin America" suddenly became a "civilization" whose configuration can hardly 
be understood without understanding the colonial difference as was played out in the complex 
spatial history of the modem/colonial world. (From Samuel P Huntington. 1996. The Clash oj 
Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order. Used by permission of Simon and Schuster.) 

(Wallerstein 1991a, 84-97). The "speed with which Russia was assimilated 
into European international society increased at the end of the seventeenth 
century" (Gong 1984, 101), but by the end of the nineteenth century, two 
positions (Westerners and Slavophiles) disputed Russia's relation to Europe. 
Westerners considered Russia European, whereas to Slavophiles it was both 
European and Eastern, "with native principles of life which had to be 
worked out without influence from Western Europe" (Gong 1984, 106). 
Similar considerations could and should be pursued in other borders, like 
the Ottoman Empire, japan, China, and Islamic countries. Borders install in 
the imaginary of the modern/colonial world system an other logic, a logic 
that is not territorial, based on center, semiperipheries, and peripheries. 

The decision to frame my argument in the modern/colonial world model 
rather than in the linear chronology ascending from the early modern, to 
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the modern, to the late modern (as I did in The Darker Side of the Renais­
sance) was prompted by the need to think beyond the linearity of history 
and beyond Western geohistorical mapping. The geohistori.cal density of the 
modern/colonial world system, its interior (conflicts between empires) and 
exterior (conflicts between cosmologies) borders, cannot be perceived and 
theorized from a perspective inside modernity itself (as is the case for world 
system analysis, deconstruction, and different postmodern perspectives). 
On the other hand, the current and available production under the name of 
"postcolonial" studies or theories or criticism starts from the eighteenth 
century, leaving aside the crucial and constitutive moment of modernity/ 
coloniality that was the sixteenth century. 

Starting from the premises of world system analysis, I move toward a 
perspective that, for pedagogical purposes, I specify as modern/colonial 
world system analysis. If we bring to the foreground subaltern studies also 
as a perspective, as Veena Das suggests (Das 1989), then modem/colonial 
world system analysis introduces the subaltern perspective articulated on 
the basis of memories and legacies of the colonial experience, that is, the 
colonial experiences in their historical diversity. At this point the concept 
"coloniality of power," introduced by Anibal Quijano (1992, 1997, 1998) is 
displaced, shifting from a "modern world" to a "modern/colonial world." 
Once coloniality of power is introduced into the analysis, the "colonial dif­
ference" becomes visible, and the epistemological fractures between the Eu­
rocentric critique ofEurocentrism is distinguished from the critique ofEuro­
centrism, anchored in the colonial difference-being articulated as 
postcolonialism-and which I prefer (because of the singularity of each co­
lonial history and experience) to conceive and argue as post-Occidentalism 
(see chapter 2). Thus, the geopolitic of knowledge becomes a powerful con­
cept to avoid the Eurocentric critique of Eurocentrism and to legitimize 
border epistemologies emerging from the wounds of colonial histories, 
memories, and experiences. Modernity, let me repeat, carries on its shoul­
ders the heavy weight and responsibility of coloniality. The modern criticism 
of modernity (postmodernity) is a necessary practice, but one that stops 
where the colonial differences begin. The colonial differences, around the 
planet, are the house where border epistemology dwells. 

There is, finally, another clarification to be made. Within the discussion 
among theoreticians and historians adhering to modern world system, 
the "origins" of capitalism and the "origins" of the modem world system 
constitute a point in question. Giovanni Arrighi's discussion of the non­
debate between Ferdinand Braudel and Immanuel Wallerstein (Arrighi 
1998, 113-29) is about the origin of capitalism that Braudellocates in thir­
teenth-century Italy. When Wallerstein takes 1500 as a reference point, it is 
not clear whether he is referring to the origin of capitalism or to the origin 
of the modern world system, which implies, but goes beyond, capitalism. 
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My own emphasis is on the emergence of a new commercial circuit that had, 
in the foundation of it's imaginary, the formalization of "purity of blood" 
and the "rights of the people." These two principles were contradictory 
in their goals: the first was repressive, the second was expansive (in the 
sense that a new logic and new legal principles were necessary to incorporate 
unknown people to the imaginary). The principles of "purity of blood" 
and the "rights of the people" connected the Mediterranean with the Atlan­
tic. A new imaginary configuration was coalescing, one that complemented 
the transformation of the geopolitical world order brought about by the 
"discovery" of America: the imaginary of the emerging modern/colonial 
world system. 

VII 

Finally, a note on local histories and global designs, which are so crucial to 
understanding border thinking, at the intersection of both, but from the 
perspective of local histories, and above all, to understanding the limits of 
world system analysis, the variety of postmodern perspectives, and decon­
struction confronted with the colonial difference and the emergence of bor­
der thinking. I suggested before that world system analysis, postmodern 
theories, and deconstructive strategies (even if there are differences between 
them) are all valuable critical enterprises of and within the imaginary of the 
modern world, but that they are blind to the colonial difference. They are 
blind not to colonialism, of course, as an object of study, but to the epistemic 
colonial difference and the emergence of border thinking as a new epistemo­
logical (or gnoseological) dimension. Let me offer some preliminary high­
lights of an emerging conceptualization from the experience of the colonial 
difference. 

Hele Beji, a writer and philosopher who divides her life between Paris and 
Tunisia, and who wrote a disenchanted book about the failures of nation­
building after decolonization (Beji 1982), in her latest book makes a strong 
distinction between civilization and culture. Civilization, like for Norbert 
Elias (Elias 193 7), is for Beji linked to modernity; progress, technology. Cul­
ture, on the other hand, is conceived as the domain of tradition, the domain 
and spheres of life against which civilizing designs attempt to tame. Culture 
is also linked with passion, whereas civilization is portrayed in terms of 
reason: 

Le triomphe des passions culturelles en dit long sur !a desaffection des individus 
pour les promesses de !a civilization ... L'Occident est aujourd'hui confronte a 
cette nostalgie d'une identite qui se presente comme l'enjeu essential de notre 
humanite. De plus en plus, le mot culture recouvre une acception de l'humain 
ou chaque identite, pour echapper a sa dissolution mondiale, se resserre dans 
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une tradition, une religion, une croyance, une origine, jusqu'a se reduire a une 
figure rudimentaire de !a memorie que !a civilization continue d'effacer inelucta­
blement. (Beji 1997, 46) 

The triumph of cultural passions is very revealing of the disappointments that 
people experience when confronted with the promises made in the name of 
civilization. The West is today confronted with the nostalgic revival of identity 
that presents itself as the true face of humanity. The word culture discloses, more 
and more, a sense of being human where each identity, to avoid being dissolved 
by globalization, closes itself on a given tradition, a given religion, a belief, an 
origin, to the point of reducing itself, as identity, to a rudimentary figure of 
memory that civilization continues to erase relentlessly. (1997, 46) 

The notion of "culture mondiale" introduced by Beji (1997, 47) has to be 
translated as "worldly culture" and not as "global culture," which will be a 
translation complicit with Beji's notion of civilization, technology, progress, 
and homogeneity. "Worldly culture," which for Beji is a new form of civiliza­
tion (and I would say a post-Occidental notion of civilization), distinguishes 
itself from the concept of civilization associated with modernity in that 
"worldly culture" does not imply a "universal reason." "Worldly culture" 
would be, in my own argument, the outcome of border thinking rearticulat­
ing, from the subaltern perspective of "cultural reason," the "universal rea­
son of civilization." In a previous article I have attempted to express a similar 
idea under the concept of the "postcolonial reason" (1994, 1996a, 1997 a) 
and, in chapter 2 of this book, as "post-Occidental reason," that I also ex­
plore under the heading of border thinking/gnoseology. 

The tensions between culture and civilization staged by Beji, parallel my 
own concept of subaltern knowledge in the constitution of the modern/ 
colonial world system. Her concept of "worldly culture" parallels my own 
of border thinking as, precisely, the multiplication of epistemic energies in 
diverse local histories (different spaces and moments in the history of capi­
talism; Arrighi 1994) and its unavoidable obscure companion, the history 
of colonialism (still to be written from the perspective I am displaying here). 
In the obscurity of the company, in the cracks between modernity and colo­
niality, dwells the colonial difference(s). Beji's "culture" parallels my own 
"local histories" and, therefore, "worldly culture" could be translated to my 
vocabulary as the rearticulation and appropiation of global designs by and 
from the perspective of local histories. Let me offer you another quotation 
from Beji where my own notion of border thinking from the subaltern per­
spective becomes the epistemic potential that remaps colonial difference(s) 
toward a future "culture mondiale" (worldly culture). Here the hegemony 
(face) of civilization and the subalternity of cultures would become the mul­
tiple diversity of local histories (without faces) but no longer subaltern to 
global designs. 
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La culture mondiale, qui est une nouvelle forme de civilisation, se distingue de 
celle-ci en ce qu'elle n'a plus de raison universelle. La civilisation avait un visage, 

tandis qu'elle n'en a pas. Elle est une entite anonyme oil !'Orient et !'Occident, 

tout en s'affrontant, developpent de mysterieux traits communs. Les retombees 

de la civilization son entrees dans le metamorphorses sans nom, sans lieu, sans 

epoque, de la culture mondiale. (Beji, 1997, 4 7; see my chapter 7 for an explora­
tion of this last idea) 

"Worldly culture" is a new form of civilization that distinguishes itself from the 

former in that "worldly culture" does not claim a universal reason. Civilization 

was provided with a face, while "worldly culture" doesn't have one. "Worldly 
culture" is an anonymous entity where the East and the West in confrontation 

cultivate [developpent] intriguing common traits. The periodic rise and fall of 

civilization are entering now in a metamorphosis of a worldly culture without 
name, without place, without epoch. 

In a similar line of thinking, Martinican writer and philosopher, Edouard 
Glissant ([1990] 1997, 1998), distinguished between "globalization" (Beji's 
civilization, my global designs) and "mondialization" (Beji's culture, my 
local histories). A similar distinction in terms of vocabulary has been ad­
vanced, independent from Beji and Glissant, by Brazilian sociologist Rena to 
Ortiz. Let me offer an example of each that will help in understanding the 
double articulation and the subsequent the epistemic potential of border 
thinking (from a subaltern perspective) emerging from the cracks between 
civilization and culture, between globalization and "mondialization" 
(worldness), between global designs and local histories. Here is Glissant on 
"globalization" and "worldness": 

Worldness is exactly what we all have in common today: the dimension I find 
myself inhabiting and the relation we may well lose ouselves in. The wretched 

other side of worldness is what is called globalization or the global market: 

reduction to the bare basics, the rush to the bottom, standardization, the imposi­
tion of multinational corporations with their ethos of bestial (or all too human) 

profit, circles whose circumference is everywhere and whose center is nowhere. 
(Glissant 1998, 2) 

From the clash between the worldness and the global, Glissant extracts the 
positive fact of "plural, multiplying, fragment identities" that is no longer 
perceived as a lack or a problem but as a "huge opening and as a new oppor­
tunity of breaking open closed gates" (1998, 2). The opening up of new and 
diverse worldness identities emerging from the clash between current global 
designs (the market civilization) is for Glissant the becoming of a "world in 
Creolization," to which I return in chapter 5. Glissant has been criticized 
for using "Creolization," a local Caribbean concept, and giving it a planetary 
(not universal) scope. However, the concept has also been used by anthro-
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pologist Ulf Hannerz (l987a) thinking precisely of globalization from the 
perspective of "peripheral cultures" (Hannerz 1991) and, furthermore, it 
has been the "normal" procedure in modern epistemology to delocalize con­
cepts and to detach them from their local histories (e.g., "logocentrism," 
"archaeology," "capitalism," "cogito," etc.). By a different route, Glissant ar­
rives at an image and description of the future similar to that of Hele Beji, 
a perspective of a worldly culture as a new civilization without hegemony: 

What will historical consciousness be then, if not the chaotic pulsing towards 

these meetings of all histories, none of which can claim (thanks to the inherent 

qualities of chaos) to have an absolute legitimacy? ... I call creolization the 
meeting, interference, shock, harmonies and disharmonies between the cultures 

of the world, in the realized totality of the earth-world .... Creolization has the 

following characteristics: the lightning speed of interaction among its elements; 
the "awareness of awareness" thus provoked in us; the reevaluation of the vari­

ous elements brought into contact (for creolization has no presupposed scale 

of values); unforeseeable results. Creolization is not a simple cross breeding that 

would produce easily anticipated results. (Glissant 1998, 4) 

If Creolization is not a "cross breeding," it is because it is conceived not as 
hybrid but, once again, as a rearticulation of global designs from the perspec­
tive of local histories. The local history Glissant is talking about and from 
is the colonization of the Caribbean. He is thinking from the colonial differ­
ence. And from the colonial difference hybridity is the visible outcome that 
does not reveal the coloniality of power inscribed in the modern/colonial 
world imaginary. 

I conclude this discussion with Rena to Ortiz because while Ortiz's distinc­
tion between "globalization" and "worldness" is similar to Glissant's (and 
also close to Beji's distinction between culture and civilization), he does not 
foresee a future in Creolization-a future of a "wordly culture" without one 
face, but with many of them. I explore this difference in more detail in 
chapter 3. I would like to note here, however, the differences between decol­
onization in Tunisia in the late 1950s, the fact that Martinique is, still a 
French "protectorate" after the wave of decolonization after World War II, 
and that Brazil's complex decolonization and subsequent nation-building 
took place during the nineteenth century. Ortiz, contrary to Beji, is thinking 
almost a century after decolonization in Brazil. His own approach to global­
ization has been shaped by both a local history and a colonial language 
(Portuguese) distinct from Beiji's. 

But Ortiz has another aspect in common with my argument. His is a critic 
of the limits of the notion of world system, particularly when it comes to 
the notion of "culture." Ortiz ( [ 1994] 1997, 23-98) is correct in pointing 
out that the notion on "geoculture" introduced later by Wallerstein (l991a) 
is restricted to the geoculture of the system. That is, it leaves in the dark 
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other cultural manifestations or dimension. Wallerstein himself will agree 
with Ortiz's appraisal that this is precisely the meaning Wallerstein attrib­
butes to geoculture: the geoculture of the modern world system and not as 
the culture of the world. But in any case, Ortiz's debate with ·wallerstein 
from Brazil and in Portuguse (and translated into Spanish) is more a process 
of building his own argument than engaging in a dialogue with Wallerstein. 
What his argument amounts to is the need to distinguish between "globali­
za~;ao" and "mondiali~;a~;ao" (globalization and worldness). 

From here Ortiz moves to differentiating, on the one hand, economic 
and technologic globalization from cultural worldness and, on the other, to 
distinguish between the restricted meaning of geoculture, in Wallerstein, 
and a world cultural diversity beyond and betwixt the geoculture of the 
modern world system. The establishing of these different levels allows Ortiz 
to disentangle, when thinking about capitalism in China andJapan, the level 
of globalization (economic, technologic) from the level of worldness. The 
Confucian intellectual legacy offered, for instance, a model for the adapta­
tion of local culture to the global economy different from the training of 
workers in England after the industrial revolution. In this respect, the "tradi­
tional" European societies were less prepared for the advent of capitalism 
than the "traditional" societies in China or Japan. This comparison allows 
Ortiz to remap the concept of modernity and apply it to the multiplication 
of modernity as illustrated by the displacement of capitalism to East Asia. 
This move, in Ortiz's argument, is crucial since it represents the view of an 
intellectual in the "Third World" sensitized and attentive to the fractures of 
the geoculture of the modern/colonial world system when it enters in con­
flict with the diverse geocultures of the world. This is Ortiz's strength. His 
weakness is his blindness to the colonial difference. Ortiz's criticisms of 
Wallerstein's notion of geoculture have been argued from the very perspec­
tive of modernity itself, not of coloniality. Coloniality doesn't enter in his 
argument. Like in Wallerstein, modernity is the center and coloniality is 
relegated to the periphery of the history of capitalism. But coloniality is not 
a protagonist. Ortiz is more concerned with the transformation of life-style 
by what he calls "world modernity." "World modernity" (Ortiz [1994] 1997, 
99-144), much like Beji "worldly culture," is not a European or North Atlan­
tic modernity but is precisely worldly. 

But contrary to the views of Beji and Glissant, Ortiz's worldly modernity 
is deprived of the memory of colonial differences and the forces, still at 
work today in the mass media, of the coloniality of power. Ortiz focuses his 
attention on examples such as airports or malls around the world and, from 
this vantage point, attempts to dismantle the easy opposition between global 
homogeneity and local heterogeneity (as well as other common opposi­
tions). The argument-and sometimes the celebration of "world moder­
nity"-is indeed against the defense of national values and cultures. The fact 
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that Ortiz overlooks the colonial difference leads him to draw his "world" 
examples mainly from the United States, Japan, and Europe. Argentina and 
Brazil may enter the picture, but as a point of comparison, not as the location 
of the coloniality of power. For that reason, Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean 
are largely absent from his examples and statistics. For the same reason, 
when capitalism is considered, Ortiz's main examples are China and Japan, 
but not Algeria, Indochina, India, or even the Caribbean. Finally, and with 
the purpose of locating the different arguments, I would like to add that 
Ortiz's concern with epistemology is located in his departure from world 
system analysis. His is a signal contribution on the limitations of the social 
sciences when transposed from their place of "origin" to the colonial world. 
But Ortiz does not reflect critically on this issue (see my chapters 4 and 
6), as other sociologists do (Quijano 1998; Lander 1998a; 1998b). In Latin 
American intellectual and academic production, this is a significant differ­
ence between intellectuals caught in the net of European legacies (like Ortiz 
himselD and intellectuals like Quijano, Dussel, and Rivera Cusicanqui for 
whom coloniality is a starting point of their intellectual production. 

From this perspective, let's go back to the question of modernity. If, as 
Quijano and Dussel claim, modernity is not a European phenomenon, then 
modern colonialism has different rhythms and engery according to its spatial 
and historical location within the modern/colonial world system. Global 
designs thought out and implemented from the local history of Europe, first, 
and then the North Atlantic in the twentieth century were influential in the 
making of colonial modernities in different localities and temporalities of 
the modern/colonial world system. This book is not a new history of the 
modern/colonial world system but a series of reflections on the question of 
knowledge in the colonial horizon of modernity. My main aim is to make 
an epistemological point rather than to tell the story anew. 

VIII 

The book's architectonic is the following: by starting with and departing 
from the modern world system metaphor and introducing parallel expres­
sions such as modernity/coloniality, modern/colonial world system, coloni­
ality at large I intend to stress that there is no modernity without coloniality, 
that the coloniality of power underlines nation building in both local 
histories of nations that devised and enacted global designs as well 
as in those local histories of nations that had to accommodate themselves 
to global designs devised with them in mind but without their direct partici­
pation. Thus, two pervasive and simultaneous topics that run through 
the book are subaltern knowledges and border thinking, in their complex 
and diverse intersections at different stages of the modem/colonial world 
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system. The Americas, for example, were part of the system from its very 
inception; the Islamic world, on the contrary, was cast out at the very incep­
tion of the system, while India came into the picture in the late eighteenth 
century; China and japan, for their part, were never colonized in the way 
the Americas and India were, and their very existence and tardy entrance 
into the picture not only make the picture more complex, but also create 
new possibilities for thinking from and about the exterior borders of the 
system. President Clinton's 1998 visit to China was a preview of such possi­
bilities. 

Chapter 1 is devoted to developing in more detail the basic concepts and 
scenarios I have introduced thus far. The three chapters in Part Two revolve 
around the ratio between geopolitical configurations and knowledge pro­
duction. Chapter 3 starts a dialogue with postcolonial theorizing, bringing 
"Occidentalism" and "post-Occidentalism" into the picture, post-Occiden­
talism serving as a local and overarching concept in the imaginary of the 
modern/colonial world system on which postcolonialism and post-Oriental­
ism depend. Chapter 4 brings the overall discussion of chapter 2 to the 
Americas and their place in the modern/colonial world system, articulated 
by overlapping imperial conflicts and their relations with Amerindians 
and with African slavery and its legacy. It attempts to remap the Americas 
in the modern/colonial world system, rather than to reproduce it in the 
national imaginary, be it in Bolivar or the early version of the Monroe 
Doctrine. Chapter 4 brings the previous discussion to an epistemological 
terrain and explores, on the basis of subaltern studies, the tensions between 
local histories and global designs at the epistemological level. While in Part 
One the argument is underlined by the ratio between geopolitical configura­
tions, knowledge, and the coloniality of power, Part Two focuses on lan­
guage, knowledge, and literature (as a transdisciplinary site of knowledge 
production). In chapter 5 I focus on the crisis of national languages and 
literatures in a transnational world. Chapter 6 expands the same argument 
in the domain of epistemology and discusses the complicity between the 
hegemonic languages of the modern/colonial world system and the social 
sciences. Both chapters constantly bring to the foreground the dialectics 
between subaltern knowledges and border thinking. In chapter 7 I recon­
struct the larger picture in which the issues discussed in chapters 5 and 6 
take place. In it I discuss the role of "civilization" and "civilizing mission" 
in the modern/colonial world system. I consider border thinking at the inter­
section of the "barbarian" and the "civilized," as the subaltern perspective 
appropriates and rethinks the double articulation of "barbarian" and "civi­
lized" knowledge. 

All in all, this is an extended meditation that started from the recognition 
of any critique of modernity from inside modernity itself (e.g., postmoder­
nity, deconstruction, world system analysis) and, above all, of its limits. That 
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is why I start and depart from world system analysis (as well as from postmo­
dernity and deconstruction). The internal variability of "differe/a!nce" can­
not transcend the colonial difference, where deconstruction has to be sub­
sumed and transformed by decolonization. In other words, the transcending 
of the colonial difference can only be done from a perspective of subalternity, 
from decolonization, and, therefore, from a new epistemological terrain 
where border thinking works (see the end of chapter 1, where I explore this 
idea through the work of Kha tibi and Derrida). Border thinking can only be 
such from a subaltern perspective, never from a territorial (e.g., from inside 
modernity) one. Border thinking from a territorial perspective becomes a 
machine of appropriation of the colonial differe/a!nces; the colonial differ­
ence as an object of study rather than as an epistemic potential. Border 
thinking from the perspective of subalternity is a machine for intellectual 
deconolonization. 


