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Anthropology, Development and
Modernities

While the diffusion of modernity and the spread of development schemes may
bring prosperity, optimism and opportunity for some, for others it has brought
poverty, a deterioration in quality of life and has given rise to violence. This
collection brings an anthropological perspective to bear on understanding the
diverse modernities we face in the contemporary world. It provides a critical review
of interpretations of development and modernity, supported by rigorous case
studies from regions as diverse as Guatemala, Sri Lanka, West Africa and
contemporary Europe.

Together, the chapters in this volume demonstrate the crucial importance of
looking to ethnography for guidance in shaping development policies.
Ethnography can show how people’s own agency transforms, recasts and
complicates the modernities they experience. The contributors argue that
explanations of change framed in terms of the dominant discourses and institutions
of modernity are inadequate, and that we should give closer attention to discourses,
images, beliefs and practices that run counter to these, yet play a part in shaping
them and giving them meaning.

Anthropology, Development and Modernities deals with the realities of people’s
everyday lives and dilemmas. It is essential reading for students and scholars in
anthropology, sociology and development studies. It should also be read by all those
actively involved in development work.

Alberto Arce and Norman Long are both based in the Department of
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Preface

The first seeds of this book were sown in December 1995, following a conference
held by EIDOS (The European Inter-university Development Opportunities
Study Group) at Wageningen in the Netherlands. The conference focused on the
theme of ‘globalisation and decivilisation’. The idea behind this topic was to depict
the social paradoxes and counter-tendencies of the global diffusion of modernity
in all its moments of promise, transgression and desire. We were looking for
signposts that would not merely indicate the shortcomings and impossibilities of
modernity but rather would reveal the ways in which locally-situated actors have
appropriated and internalised the symbols, trappings and practices associated with
modernity, in an attempt to reconstruct their own social worlds. In short, we
wished to engage in a serious study of the dilemmas and refractions of contemporary
‘modernising’ processes. This, we hoped, would constitute the beginnings of a
serious reflection on and criticism of the unattainable goals of ‘progress’ and its
unforeseen and often uncontrollable implications and counter-tendencies.

We had envisaged that this theme would stimulate participants to offer
observations and analysis on how it was that development and modernity could
remain important conceptions in the vocabulary and practice of development and
yet, at the same time, produce results of a highly ambiguous, contradictory and
sometimes grotesque character. We provocatively portrayed these processes in
terms of the interplay of globalisation and de-civilisation— a term which itself
occasioned much heated debate and criticism, some polemical and some more
reasoned and incisive.

Later, after much reflection, we decided to rethink some of the substantive issues
raised in our conference discussions and to amplify the scope of our enquiry to
embrace the larger concern of how precisely anthropology might contribute to an
understanding of the ‘multiple modernities’ or so-called ‘cultural hybrids’ of
contemporary global change and continuity. And of what might this anthropology
consist? What exactly would be its epistemological, theoretical and methodological
bearings? To address such questions, of course, is to enter a minefield of known
but unresolved, or perhaps as yet insufficiently identified, dilemmas and
complexities. These questions are not only confined to the field of development
research but reach to the very heart of the anthropological endeavour itself.



Mapping a path through such uncertain terrain clearly entails painstaking work and
the dangers of falsely representing both intellectual positions and situated practices.

With this larger intellectual effort in mind, we decided to initiate the task by
selecting a number of key papers drawn from the original EIDOS conference and
to combine them with additional invited contributions to compose this book. On
the basis of this we aimed to weave our way through the minefield and reposition
ourselves vis-à-vis the worlds of development research and anthropology. In future
publications we intend to explore and elaborate our points of view more fully. But
here we adopt the more modest aim of arguing against those (mostly of a post-
modernist persuasion) who are for the ‘end of development’—as if the critical issues
of social transformation and planned intervention are simply spirited away with the
demise of developmentalism and the turn to neo-liberal thinking—and of
elucidating how anthropological theory and methods can open up new and
stimulating lines of enquiry that deal equally with the discursive, theoretical and
pragmatic dimensions of our object of study.

Objectives, scope and thematic organisation of the
volume

A first objective of this volume, therefore, is to provide some account of recent
anthropological research on modernity and development. The general focus is to
develop a comparative perspective on the constellations of people’s beliefs and
actions in their construction of diverse modernities.

The volume does not intend to offer a new and unified conceptual framework
for the field of study. Rather, it presents new research findings and approaches that
can serve to guide future studies and analysis. What is promising at this juncture is
a new readiness to consider research across a range of topics and to question taken-
for-granted assumptions. These concerns are at the forefront of many of the
chapters of the book. The collective outcome is, we believe, an invigorating breath
of fresh air on the relevance of people’s experiences and predicaments, and an
exploration of the question of reflexivity within the field of development studies.

The chapters of the book are interwoven around three central themes: 1)
discourse and language representations of modernity; 2) disconnected
constructions: state policy and people’s counter-tendencies; and 3) violence and
multiple modernities.

The book opens with a wide-ranging critical review of relevant literature on
issues of development and modernity, with a view to delineating the contribution
of anthropology and the value of ethnography in developing new perspectives and
understandings in the field of development and social change. This is followed in
Chapter 2 by an analysis of how languages of development acquire diverse meanings
in different locales—in the institutions and practices of international development
agencies, as well as at the level of local producers and the ways in which they
operationalise information technology for accessing the market and consolidating
their relations with ‘global’ actors.
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In Chapter 3 the case of the Soviet East is analysed, where the coexistence of
various facets of ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’ provide a baseline for actors to construct
a range of paradoxical discourses that deal, on the one hand, with political
‘Russification’, and on the other, with the demands of Islamic cultural practice.
This situation has crystallised around struggles over issues of re-territorialisation
and cultural self-preservation in relation to the constitution of new ethnic and
national scenarios and identities. As a companion piece to this Russian example,
Chapter 4 discusses the contrasting and sometimes violent discourses within Islam
that are both transnational and global in scope. Such phenomena contribute to the
time-space compression of Islamic socio-cultural idioms, offering relatively
unhindered access to and interpretation of fundamentalist thinking. An important
dimension relevant to both cases is the unpredictable potential for conflict, which
arises from the crisis of legitimacy in Western development discourses.

Chapter 5 offers an interpretation of the interplay of idioms and practices
associated with the outbreaks of sleeping sickness and the resettlement programmes
in colonial Tanganyika. Although government justified resettlement in terms of
the health concerns of the local population, the chapter highlights the issues of
setting up territorial control and imposing procedures to ‘purify’ local
environments. This process is contrasted with the ways in which the Muchape anti-
witchcraft movement responded to the presence of the disease and to colonial
intervention. Parallel anthropological observations have been made for present-day
central Africa (Long 1998) where local counter-narratives have arisen in response
to ‘expert’ knowledge and practice regarding the management of natural resources.

This discussion of how local people depict intervention and modernity and
interpret change through the construction of local narratives is followed by
Chapter 6 which explores how the elaboration of ‘problems’, ‘solutions’ and ‘the
path to development’ in West Africa becomes disconnected—both discursively and
pragmatically—from natural and social science, as well as from ‘field realities’. This
is illustrated by reference to the way in which the state bureaucracies have
represented issues of ‘nature’ and ‘the environment’ through perpetuating a
narrative linking deforestation, climatic desiccation and soil sterilisation with
human impoverishment, which has constantly shaped and justified West African
forest reservation and conservation policies.

A third theme of the book centres on violence as part of the increasingly
diversified, volatile and global world. As a counter-tendency to modernity,
violence sets loose a chain of critical events in which social, political and economic
practices tend to escape institutional control. While our comprehension of violent
events is, of course, significantly shaped by global media, still we do not agree on
how to characterise these trends. Bodies, death and silence have persisted during
the whole of the last decade in continents as far apart as Asia, Africa and Latin-
America. The ‘state of emergency’ has become not the exception but the rule for
the majority of people in the world. Issues of social order and governability give
rise to new forms of communal violence and the re-construction of the ‘internal
boundaries’ of the nation-state. Alongside this, we witness the emergence and
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development of new heterogeneous links between localities and centres of
economic growth, authority, power and knowledge that go beyond the traditional
mapping and social interactions of local, regional and national spaces. In several
instances, individual and political violence is the condition or property of ‘new’
communal identities and religious revival.

In Chapter 7, violence surfaces explicitly as a property of multiple contemporary
modernities in accounts of Sri Lankan ethnic strife, which produced both alliance
and rupture between ethnicities, showing how particular identities were
constructed around struggles over conceptions of political autonomy and
modernity. This argument challenges dominant narratives of progress and
development by creating a critical counter-representation to those narratives from
within discourses of violence.

These excesses of modernity also reveal themselves in the management of the
‘frontiers’ and in the ‘displacement of people’ by the modern state of post-war
Guatemala. Chapter 8 discusses the meaning of violence and the ‘politics of space’
in a territory where the modern nation-state was not able to establish and legitimise
modern techniques of government and individual surveillance and control. The
massacres in Guatemala transgressed the traditional limits of violence between the
public and the private, and became a tactic aimed at achieving a spatial organisation
that would facilitate the army’s control over the population whilst containing
violence in manageable spaces (areas of ‘wilderness’).

Chapter 9 pictures the plight of young Surinamese migrants who, in the face of
the unfulfilled promises of modernity in their home country, arrived in Amsterdam
where they were unable to become integrated into ‘mainstream’ life and
opportunities. Instead, they developed orientations to the double anomie of cultural
rejection by both their ‘native’ and ‘host’ societies. This induced their families to
draw upon existing beliefs in a magical world inhabited by traditional/modern
avenging spirits and zombies. Far from being a contradictory tendency to
modernity, this counter-tendency emerged as a vital force in the lives of these
international migrants in late twentieth century Europe.

In Chapter 10 modernity is seen as a tendency that populates all spheres and
interstices of the globe. The analysis focuses upon the case of a globalised
commodity—that of coca/cocaine—in the Chapare area of the Cochabamba
region of Bolivia. The study of the cultivation and processing of this illegal crop
provides the opportunity to argue that all societies contain within them a
multiplicity of rationalities that may or may not run counter to dominant interests.
The arguments stress the view that counter-tendencies of modernisation involve
a constant rearrangement or re-assembling that takes precedent over so-called
‘externalities’ which involve a shift of knowledge and types of social ordering from
‘without’ to ‘within’. These transformations, the authors suggest, can be described
as social mutations that are self organising and transforming rather than hybrid
entities of mixed ancestry.

The final chapter, Chapter 11, contributes to the problematisation of
‘globalisation’ and local/global relations and representations of modernity. It then
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identifies a way forward conceptually and methodologically for analysing these
processes. The discussion ends with a brief account of how these concepts and
insights can be applied to research on transnational migration.

Among the many questions posed by the authors are the following: how do
dominant or hegemonic discourses of modernity or tradition underpin locally
situated processes of social change, development, knowledge and practice? Are the
social contradictions and transformations of multiple modernities conditioned by
the same set of cultural factors that legitimise intervention? Is the faith in progress
a taken-for-granted factor in the growing ignorance that depoliticises development,
reifies the ‘realities’ and subjectivities of local people, and erases significant cultural
and political difference? Are we to replace the historical and relative terms
‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’ with a more general distinction between ‘global’ and
‘local’? Do Third World and other endogenous cases of modernity offer any
alternatives for looking at policy options in a fresh way?

Alberto Arce and Norman Long
Teffont Magna and Bennekom

15 September 1998
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1
Reconfiguring modernity and

development from an anthropological
perspective

Alberto Arce and Norman Long

After a long period when development economics, normative policy debates and
political science dominated the field of development studies, the 1990s have
ushered in a more open intellectual climate which is more receptive to locating
the analysis of development within theoretical frameworks that deal explicitly with
the dynamics of cross-cultural practices, meanings and discourses. These new
approaches to development and local/global relationships underline the importance
of analysing how knowledge and power are constituted and reconfigured.1

From its inception, anthropology has struggled with the problem of how to
engage with and represent other cultures whilst trying to understand and move
away from its own historical roots in Western rationality and the commitment to
‘progress’ (Marcus & Fischer 1986). Though this dilemma remains with us, the
present volume provides new anthropological perspectives on the encounter
between Western visions of modernity and the modi operandi of other cultural
repertoires. The various contributions also compel us to seek imaginative
connections between the so-called ‘good’ and ‘ugly’ sides of development, and
they help us to understand the complex intercultural and now increasingly global
scales of contemporary change and development, and their counter-tendencies.

We build upon Hobart’s (1993) contention that systematic modes of ‘ignorance’
arise out of the specialisation and thus fragmentation of development expertise, and
from the inappropriateness of rationalistic assumptions in assessing the success or
otherwise of economies and social systems. But, at the same time, our argument
goes beyond the discussion of the nature of ‘expert’ knowledge and the power of
science. It explores how the ideas and practices of modernity are themselves
appropriated and re-embedded in locally-situated practices, thus accelerating the
fragmentation and dispersal of modernity into constantly proliferating modernities.
These ‘multiple modernities’ (Comaroff & Comaroff 1993:1) generate powerful
counter-tendencies to what is conceived of as Western modernisation, exhibiting
so-called ‘distorted’ or ‘divergent’ patterns of development, and re-assembling what
is often naively designated as ‘tradition’. In this respect the book challenges existing
interpretations of contemporary social change that emphasise either the ‘end’ or
the ‘incompleteness’ of modernity, by replacing this line of reasoning with a careful
analysis of localised practices that focuses on the ongoing reworkings of modernity
from within. In this way we document and show the significance of processes of



dismembering and reconfiguring Western ideology, discipline and techniques of
modernity.

In pursuing this line of analysis we try, wherever possible, to differentiate clearly
between ‘modernity’ as a metaphor for new or emerging ‘here-and-now’
materialities, meanings and cultural styles seen in relation to the notion of some
past state of things (cf. Comaroff & Comaroff 1993:xiii) and ‘modernisation’ as a
comprehensive package of technical and institutional measures aimed at widespread
societal transformation and underpinned by neo-evolutionary theoretical
narratives. Whereas modernity entails self-organising and transforming practices in
different strata and sectors of society, modernisation is normally a policy initiative
undertaken and implemented by cosmopolitan administrative and technological
elites (national or international).

The above observations suggest that, as a field of enquiry and practical
endeavour, development studies is clearly in need of a theoretical overhaul.2 In
order to achieve this, there is a desperate need for more ethnographically-informed
research inputs, something that international development institutions have seldom
been much interested in financing. Thus, it has fallen to anthropologists and other
field-based researchers to fill the gap, and to bring their findings into public debate
whenever they have wished to reshape or contest current policy measures that
threaten the livelihoods or human rights of affected populations. At the same time,
there is a need for researchers to rethink critically the nature of anthropological
research in a global era, and the kinds of contribution that anthropology can make
to issues of development and modernity.

As we have noted in the Preface, this book forms part of a larger intellectual
project which in part has emerged out of the 1995 EIDOS conference on
‘globalisation and de-civilisation’. A positive result of this meeting was an increased
awareness of the urgency of defining new analytical approaches to the confrontation
between Western trajectories of modernity and various ‘localised’ counter-
representations, -discourses and—practices. For example, several of the cases
presented at the conference exposed the contradictory character of Western
discourses on modernity and globality, which give promise of access to new forms
of knowledge and resources, but often end up denying that local people can in fact
think, argue and act for themselves. On the other hand, other contributions were
able to show, through detailed ethnography, how modernity was ‘reworked from
within’ by local actors who appropriated the symbols, practices and trappings
associated with it, thus combining ‘modern’ with so-called ‘traditional’ features,
sometimes in grotesque hybrid forms.

What the conference was unable to achieve, however, was a systematic
theoretical rethinking and reconceptualisation of how different discourses, values
and practices associated with notions of ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’ intersect and
are intertwined in the everyday encounters and experiences of people from diverse
socio-cultural backgrounds.

This issue is central to understanding the blending and juxtapositioning of
elements of modernity and tradition in the creation of various modernities. Such
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a perspective requires the recognition of what Strathern (1991) calls ‘partial
connections’, whereby people, ideas and representations of space and time are
interconnected but are never totally symmetrical or fully integrated. From this point
of view, modernity as a particular assemblage of social and discursive practices
carries only traces of similitude with other instantiations, and is never entirely
consistent and coherent. Instead it is characterised by a heterogeneous dynamism
wherein ambivalence and ambiguity make it possible for differences of interests
and knowledge to be contained within provisional arrangements that allow for the
resolution of the practicalities of everyday life (Parkin 1995). Because problems
arise from the uncertainties and fragilities of the connections, the constant re-
positioning of actors vis-à-vis each other and critical events generates a series of
social and epistemic interfaces in which discontinuities are managed through such
practices as deferral, accommodation, negotiation, selective appropriation, and
distantiation or absenteeism (Long 1989, 1997).

These notions are central to our characterisation of ‘localised modernities’,
which we discuss later in the chapter in relation to the need for a reflexive
anthropology of modernity and development. The task of getting to grips
theoretically and methodologically with these processes amounts to nothing less
than an appreciation and theorisation of the ways in which anthropology and
ethnography can contribute to development research and practice. The present
volume signals the need for a re-invigoration and re-orientation of development
research, and for anthropologists to take stock of their possible roles in this. But its
scope remains limited to identifying ways forward analytically, and to illustrating
our argument by reference to a series of ethnographically rich and theoretically
perceptive anthropological cases.

One of the more testing issues with which development researchers have to
struggle concerns the significance and potency of ‘official’ discourses of
development as compared to the strategies and language games of local people who
face new and increasingly global social relations. This poses the following
interrelated questions. Whose narratives and visions of the world can be considered
more persuasive or ‘valid’ in terms of how they represent change, continuity and
critical problems? How do the different discourses and discursive practices
interrelate or interface? Are they simply mutually untranslatable and
incommensurable, or is there some possible middle ground? While it is possible in
an abstract philosophical sense to lay bare the epistemological bases of ‘expert’
versus ‘lay’ or ‘indigenous’ knowledge (as Hobart has eloquently done), does this
help us to comprehend the ongoing processes of translation and mediation
involving different actors and different knowledge domains? How can the
anthropologist capture the dynamics of these situations and processes? How can
one deal theoretically and pragmatically with the partial connections, ambiguities
and incompatibilities in meanings and social practices? How can the researcher
construct a convincing narrative of events and outcomes that does full, or at least
adequate.justice to these complexities? And how can this be done in such a way
that political decision-makers and practitioners of planning and policy
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implementation will take serious cognisance of the researcher’s narrative and its
implicit or explicit policy recommendations?

These questions are inevitably raised by any attempt to evaluate development
processes, which present themselves incessantly and disturbingly in the beguiling
faces of modernity, especially when ideas of modernity are internalised by local
actors and appear in the assumptions that guide local practices, expectations and
even conversations with researchers. This state of affairs has de-centred the once-
assumed homogeneous Western modernisation path to development and has
increased our awareness of the multiplicity of forms of modernity. Thus, it is
important to re-analyse the issue of modernity, but this time through the lens of
its counter-tendencies. That this is an increasingly important intellectual task is well
captured in the words of Smart: ‘[I]t is one which, of necessity, must simultaneously
embrace an analysis of existing institutional forms and developments, as well as an
elaboration of potential alternative social futures immanent in the present’ (1992:
27). In other words, focusing on the counter-tendencies of modernity enables us
to incorporate reflexivity and something of the post-modern critical perspective
into the field of development studies.

Modernity and development: models and myths

In the most general sense, the term ‘modern’ connotes a sense of belonging to the
present and an awareness of a past to which people can link and at the same time
distantiate themselves. In this way, historical or pseudo-historical continuities are
constructed and justified. Thus, as Habermas (1983) has suggested, the linguistic
term ‘modern’, from the Latin modernus, has since the latter part of the fifth century
in Europe ‘appeared and reappeared’, each time re-emerging as Europeans
underwent a process of representing a ‘new epoch’ by refurbishing their
relationship to the ancients. To illustrate this point, Habermas gives the example
of the uses of the term in the fifth century, when it was deployed by the new
Roman converts to Christianity to differentiate themselves from two types of
‘barbarians’—the heathens of antiquity and the Jews, and in the Renaissance to
imply learning and a cultivated life style with links back to the classical Greek and
Roman civilisations. Later, during the renaissance of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, ‘modernity’ was again reinvented to characterise science,
rationalism and the pursuit of ‘progress’—meanings that still have considerable
currency at the end of the twentieth century. This history of the term is useful,
since it is suggestive of how one might explore within development studies the
unfolding of various theories and visions heralding a common (hegemonic?) picture
of social change and temporality.

Development studies arose as a distinctive field of study only after 1945, when
Western experts became concerned with the modernisation of the colonial
territories and newly-emerging independent countries. At that time, the strategic
idea of modernity was organised around attitudes and policies based on a sense of
the superiority of those nations that had successfully modernised themselves. Thus,
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the emulation of ‘civilisation’ (or modernity) over designated ‘barbarism’
constituted the construction of a notion of ‘time’ (modern) which simultaneously
posited the so-called ‘backward’ or ‘underdeveloped’ countries (later exalted as the
Third World’) as representing an earlier stage of technological inferiority and
ignorance (due principally to their lack of scientific knowledge and modern legal-
rational institutions). This had the implication that the ‘modernisation project’
could offer them the help they needed to ‘catch up’. This representation expressed
more than the desire for change in these countries. It implied the establishment of
a new optic on the value and practical use of local traditions: thus aid policies and
planning models of the industrialised countries, promoted by international
organisations and underpinned by academic research, sought to identify and
eradicate the various ‘traditional’ cultural and institutional obstacles that were
assumed to block ‘progress’. In this way, a ‘developmentalist’ relationship with
Third World traditions was established and legitimised. Any idea of there having
existed specific types of modernity linked to the past in these countries3 before the
arrival of colonial rule and development aid was denied. Yet, in a paradoxical twist,
the transfer to the Third World of European and American fabricated modernities
was even more abstracted and removed from local social and political realities than
its parent varieties, and consequently, the policies and belief in the power of science
and technology were seldom questioned. From this perspective, the prerequisites
of social development could only be achieved through the replication of successful
European and American experiences and models. This situation was the beginning
of a modern regime of discipline in the development field constituted by its special
relation with what were conceived of as ahistorical and reified ‘traditional’ societies,
whose exoticism revealed to the West the need for these ‘backward’ societies to
strive for development and cultural modernity.

This modernist disposition inspired a narrative concerning the way to achieve
rapid economic development in Third World countries. The theory which best
captures the spirit of the times is that of W.W.Rostow (1960) who put forward an
evolutionary taxonomy of five stages through which countries had to pass in order
to reach the modern condition, and his famous characterisation of the pre-
conditions for ‘take-off’. The latter marks the turning point at which new values
and social institutions finally inject economic motives into people’s lives, infecting
tradition with modernism and establishing economic growth as a normal condition
of progress. According to this narrative, the model for underdeveloped countries
is the West, particularly the US. This denotes one of the origins for Western
romanticism, as applied to the field of development.

Such optimistic evolutionism inherent to modernisation became the dominant
theoretical narrative of the West from the 1950s into the early 1960s. Arthur Lewis
(1954), one of the founders of development economics, argued that to achieve
economic growth it was necessary to mobilise resources (capital and labour) out of
the traditional sector into the incipient modern one. According to him, progress
refers not only to the transcendence of tradition, but also to the use of the
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organisation of the economy’s modern sector as a beacon for the successes of
modernisation.

In modernisation theory, economic, technological and demographic conditions,
and the organisation of appropriate social institutions and value frameworks, were
located as functionally segmented orders, and treated by experts as separate from
the multifarious, and at times contradictory, experiences and practices of everyday
life. Such a segmented view of the social world could not allow for how viable
social organisation might exist outside defined ‘systems’ in the form of multiplex
relations that cross-cut several institutional domains, as anthropological studies had
clearly demonstrated.

As a theoretical model of social change, modernisation theory has of course been
assessed many times and is now widely recognised as seriously flawed,4 but for the
purposes of our argument one further observation is required. This concerns the
fact that, whether or not one accepts the heuristic value of the model of segmented
orders, a reworking of modernity values and practices takes place through the ways
in which various social actors and groups process and act upon their experiences,
thus re-constituting or transforming existing ‘localised’ situations, cultural
boundaries and knowledge. This often results in the opposition or negation (not
always directly) of the culture and knowledge of the expert or intervenor in favour
of well-tried local ways and understandings, and through the appropriation and
reinterpretation of modern idioms, technologies and organising practices. Hence,
it becomes necessary to analyse the differentiated and uneven social patchwork that
interconnects local with various modernising scenarios.

Yet, despite the above critical remarks directed at the excesses and shortcomings
of modernisation theory, it is unlikely in the foreseeable future that the problematic
of modernity will disappear entirely from the field of development studies. It would
be difficult, for example, to imagine that the language of post-modernism or a new
futurology could easily dislodge modernity from its position in the lexicons of social
change and political ideology. Indeed, the more closely one looks into this matter,
the more evident it is that we must continue to grapple with the problems of how
best to describe and analyse the plethora of modernities that now characterise
change in the global era. At one time it was supposed that one might be able to
construct some kind of genealogy of modernity, like the call for ‘a genealogy of
capitalism’. Today it would seem—given the enormous diversity and self-
transforming nature of modern cultures—that a more urgent analytical issue is that
of understanding better the processes by which highly heterogeneous social forms
are constructed on the basis of an assemblage of diverse cultural elements, including
the ideas and practices of modernity.

An ethnographic re-positioning of modernity

It is here that Latour’s (1993) argument in We have never been Modern is highly
pertinent. Latour contends that notions of modernity depend upon the
dichotomisation of ‘nature’ and ‘culture’, and ‘people’ and ‘things’. Such a
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conception fails to acknowledge the complex and heterogeneous mixing of nature-
culture and human-nonhuman. This he attributes to the ‘purification’ principle of
conventional science, which hides from view and sanitises certain critical activities
and processes that are variously composed of human, cultural, material, and
nonhuman elements. In this manner, specific domains of activity are artificially
sealed off from each other—a procedure akin to what we have described as the
segmented model of modernisation theory. Thus science, politics, economics,
technology, the environment, religion, etc. acquire their own operating principles
and explanatory ‘laws’, with the consequence that we are prevented from
comprehending the manifold ways in which modernity in fact reproduces itself as
a complex set of ideas and practices through the proliferation of hybrid forms.

In Latour’s (1993:7) opinion it is anthropology, with its stress on the ‘seamless
fabric’ of lived experience, that has made it possible to construct narratives which
weave ‘together the way people regard the heavens and their ancestors, the way
they build houses and the way they grow yams or manioc or rice, the way they
construct their government and their cosmology’; and which therefore challenges
us to adopt a new critical stance towards issues of modernity based upon a
combination of the ethnographic method with insights from post-modernism.5

Post-modernist writings often stress the epistemological uncertainties of the
ethnographic method by inflating the centrality of ‘the ethnographer’s own
meditations on the self and on the destiny of the ethnographic work’ (Parkin 1995:
145). But we should not react to this by replacing post-modernist critique with a
naive neo-positivist reassertion of the value of ethnography. Rather, as Parkin
(1995:144) cogently puts it, the starting point for anthropological enquiry should
be ‘ethnographic ambiguities and initial untranslatability [of different cultures], as
we seek to transcend existing comparative frameworks and assumptions. This
renunciation of theorising from uncontextualised hypotheses removes initial
security, but offers greater if more frustrating challenges’.

The defence of ethnography should not then simply depend upon the veneration
of the founding father, Malinowski, and his disciples who are credited with its
‘invention’ and dissemination, but rather on the creativity and critical reflexivity
of present-day researchers using and developing the ethnographic approach in an
attempt to come to grips with the predicaments and struggles—theoretical and
practical—of contemporary social life. Since the method is grounded in the detailed
observation and interpretation of the ongoing lived experiences of particular
individuals and groups, it necessarily confronts the complexities, uncertainties and
ambiguities of actions, beliefs and values. It characteristically does this in ‘real-life’
situations in which the researcher himself or herself participates.

Good ethnography, therefore, must ‘repudiate the idea of the detached and
“objective” or “neutral” observer, the search for over-arching and systemic socio-
cultural orders, and the denial of the importance of the experiential and subjective
in social life’ (Long & Long 1992:x). Indeed its strength lies in fully acknowledging
the ‘battlefields’ of knowledge and power wherein a multiplicity of actors engage
in struggles over the meanings and practicalities of livelihoods, values and
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organising processes. It thus implies detailed and systematic treatment of how the
life-worlds of the researcher and other social actors intersect in the production of
specific ethnographies and types of interpretation. Central to this is the attempt to
theorise these processes through the elaboration of actor-grounded constructs that
aim to reveal the variable, composite and provisional nature of social life, to explore
the practical and discursive forms of consciousness and social action that compose
it, and to expose the socially-constructed and continuously negotiated nature of
knowledge and intervention processes.

Here, the concept of ‘counterwork’ introduced by Parkin (1995:144) in his study
of the intertwining of religious and medical knowledge and practice (Islamic and
non-Islamic) acquires significance. He conceptualises ‘counterwork’ ‘as the
rebounding effects of knowledge in its diversity’ which, he argues, sheds light on
the complex ways in which specific knowledge practices (in this case relating to
how to deal with particular ‘ailments’) are constructed and re-transposed or re-
accentuated, both within and outside the patient/doctor consultations that take
place. Unlike structural models of knowledge construction which see this process
as an outcome of the interaction of culturally distinct knowledge categories or
systems, Parkin (1995:148) highlights the blending together and the ‘relocation of
the origins of beliefs and behaviour’, as people engage in counterwork that involves
the interplay of ‘hegemonic’ and ‘non-hegemonic’ discourses and values—
irrespective of whether they emanate from global or local scenarios. Counterwork
is also, of course, a feature of anthropological field-work since the ethnographer is
part of the rebounding effects of knowledge and experience. Hence, we should
look to ethnography for the inspiration to realise a more grounded and reflexive
anthropology of development. We will return to this issue later in the chapter.

The notion of counterwork can also be applied more generally to rethink how
one might understand how multiple modernities are generated. Counterwork
against and within modernity is embedded in particular histories and situations that
are part of the wider process of Western expansion. Studies of such counterwork
can inform us about the tendencies of modernisation, of which they are of course
an integral part. In other words, they help us to understand the re-organising
processes that arise with the expansion of the West and the significance of counter-
tendencies for those who experience these ‘new realities’.

The spurts and counter-spurts of modernity

It is at this point useful to recall Elias’s (1994, original German text of 1939) analysis
of the emergence of the modern, bourgeois, Western world, whose roots he traces
to the conduct and rationality of the royal and aristocratic courts of the Middle
Ages. In depicting what he designates ‘the civilising process’, Elias emphasises how
court society ‘developed a civilising and cultural physiognomy which was taken
over by professional-bourgeois society partly as a heritage and partly as an antithesis,
and preserved in this way, was further developed’ (The Court Society 1983 [1969]).
Hence, we have the intricate manoeuvres of courtly life, which aimed at exhibiting
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one’s position and status through various mannerisms and forms of ostentatious
consumption, and which were later transformed into patterns of ‘conspicuous
consumption’ and status competition among sectors of the professional bourgeoisie,
even though the latter were at the same time committed to the pursuit of economic
gain on the basis of legal-rational and bureaucratic types of rationality.

Related to this argument about the coexistence and interplay of contrasting
courtly and bourgeois styles is Elias’s more general insistence that social change
takes place in ‘a long sequence of spurts and counter-spurts’ (1994:469). Nor does
it follow a straight line: it generates ‘repeatedly greater or lesser counter-movements
in which the contrasts in society and the fluctuations in the behaviour of individuals,
their effective outbreaks, increase again’ (Elias 1994:462). This has constituted the
form in which Western civilisation has spread and its institutions have developed.
Here, the result of social change is seen as both reducing and amplifying the
contrasts between the West and those places that are ‘beyond the West’.

One critical outcome has been the fusion (through the diffusion of technology,
education and cultural styles) of class patterns of conduct between, for example,
‘the functionally upper classes with those of the rising classes’ in order to establish
the instruments of Occidental superiority and dominance. This process is
dependent on the precise forms of dominance and the position that the group or
region occupies within the large network of differentiated functions of the modern
West. From our point of view, this notion of fusion permits one to focus on the
new unique entities that constitute the spread of ‘civilised conduct’ (1994:463).
But, at the same time, modernity (or ‘civilisation’ as Elias terms it) increases the
‘varieties or nuances’ within itself, as clearly witnessed during the period of colonial
rule. Colonisation epitomises the spread of ‘civilised standards’ of modernity and
the way that local people blend the influence of modernity into their own
‘traditional’ idioms.6 Yet, despite the pervasiveness of such processes of
counterwork, the greater efficacy of the technology through which modernity
manifests itself is seldom challenged. Rather, the key feature is that people
reposition these elements within their own familiar contexts. In doing so, they de-
essentialise them of their superior power, creating distinctive social spaces where
contests for authority are fought out, often as a prelude to new power claims.

It becomes apparent, then, that within universalistic Western patterns of
conduct, local contrasts emerge. The behaviour of actors and their capacity to re-
position the modern within the familiar constitutes one of the facets of the rapid
and constant transformation that Western modernity brings. Hand-in-hand with
this local capacity to encompass Western society goes a critical attitude against what
is seen as Western. This generates a dynamism which is represented through fusion,
blending and counter-movements to modernity, entailing the disembedding of
Western civilised standards and their re-embedding within various local (and
sometimes distinctly ‘non-Western’) representations of modernity. In this way, the
West has always been confronted by questions that challenge the existence of a
singular and fully encompassing modernity or civilisation.
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In this respect, we are compelled to reassess the concept of social change,
especially now that older notions of Western development are in demise just at the
point when they have reached their zenith of success. The study of the
counterworks of modernisation opens up the possibility of analysing creative breaks
within the premises and contours of orthodox concepts of economic development,
and in the face of market expansion and the uncontested optimism of neo-liberal
representations of development. The importance of Elias’s vista is that it helps us
to appreciate the relevance of the varieties of socio-cultural forms and repertoires
inherent to the development of world modernities. Treating these as fundamentally
endogenous to the processes of change is in certain respects more convincing than
the presently fashionable use of ‘cultural hybridity’ (Werbner 1997), which evokes
the image of the fabrication of new forms through the assembling and pasting
together of discrete traits or fragments. We will explicate this point later when we
propose an alternative interpretation in Chapter 12, based on the idea of the
‘mutants of modernities’.

Heterogeneity as a counterpoint of values

Let us now consider how heterogeneity relates to social conflict and value
discrepancies. In order to pursue this, we begin with a brief review of Wertheim’s
(1965) discussion of counterpoint processes.

He begins by sketching out the treatment of social conflict in certain classical
anthropological works on tribal societies, from which he draws the conclusion that,
by and large, they were committed to a strong social integrationist point of view
that saw antagonisms between social categories and groups as functional or
structurally necessary for the society as a whole. Thus, Radcliffe-Brown never
allows for institutionalised aggression or bantering (such as that common in ‘joking
relationships’) to spill over into actual strife that would permanently disrupt or
destroy existing social arrangements. Similarly, Evans-Pritchard developed a model
of conflict resolution based on the principle of the balanced opposition of
structurally equivalent lineage segments that played down the existence of major
internal and external power differentials.7 Even Gluckman and Turner, who
attempted to show how African societies were shaped by the encroachment of the
market, Western values and colonial rule, could not in the end extract themselves
from the seduction of the equilibrium model, and thus failed to provide a
satisfactory analysis of social transformations and discrepancies in cultural values.

According to Wertheim (1965:25–6), it was only with Leach’s study of Kachin
society in highland Burma that a clear shift in focus away from organic and
institutional equilibrium models took place. Leach conceived of social change as a
consequence of the interlocking and oscillation of conflicting value systems present
in Kachin society, and not as driven primarily by external forces. Although Leach
does not always make absolutely clear in his monograph when he is writing about
ideal-typical representations and when about concrete political events and
constellations, Wertheim nevertheless builds upon Leach’s contribution to offer
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his own theorisation of society and social change. He starts with the observation
that society is never a ‘completely integrated entity’ since in any community there
exist forms of protest in conflict with the current hierarchical structure. These
protests are based on sets of values ‘which function as a kind of counterpoint to
the leading melody’ (Wertheim 1965:26). He characterises counterpoint as
composed of ‘deviant’ values that, in some way or other, are institutionally
contained. They therefore do not directly threaten the integrity of society, although
they remain potentially the locus for the development of new sets of practices that
can seriously disrupt existing social hierarchies.

Wertheim’s central point then is that ‘[t]he dynamic processes of change can
never be understood if the opposing value systems within society are not taken
into full account’(1965:32). He develops his argument by reference to certain types
of public performance in Bali8 that caricature or ridicule the principle of status
hierarchy and challenge the position and life style of the Hinduised aristocrats. Also,
popular stories often focus on the feats of local heroes who successfully hoodwink
their feudal lords. Given the right conditions, these counterpoint sentiments may
lead to active resistance against ruling groups and eventually to changes in the social
order.

What is required sociologically in understanding these processes is a careful
analysis of the circumstances under which the amplification of counterpoint values
leads to the challenging of existing institutional arrangements. Wertheim briefly
discusses this in reference to Margaret Mead’s (1956) restudy of Manus society
undertaken some twenty-odd years after her original field-work, during which
time the islanders had experienced extensive contact with the West. One striking
change Mead noted during her first field-work was the discrepancy between the
cultures of children and adults: ‘the child’s world formed a kind of counterpoint
to the acquisitive adult world, a more or less separate subculture in the total fabric
of Manus culture’ (Wertheim 1965:32). But by the 1950s, the relationship between
these two worlds had shifted from ‘a universal polarity between generations into a
true conflict of generations’ (Wertheim 1965:32–3).

Although schematic and simple in argument, and lacking detailed empirical
elaboration, Wertheim’s discussion of counterpoint values is clearly relevant to the
analysis of the social construction of modernities. In the first place, he criticises
researchers for the tendency to assume that values in society always converge into
some unitary and dominant hierarchical system. Such an assumption, he argues,
over-estimates the homogeneity of social values and fails to address the contrasting
subjectivities and perceptions of society and of status found among different
segments of society. In contrast to hierarchical models of society, and ‘[i]nstead of
searching exclusively for integrative expedients’, he maintains that ‘we should with
equal intellectual force try to detect strains and conflicts in society, as possible agents
in future change’ (1965:35). He is also concerned to research how members of the
different segments of society come to perceive their positions vis-à-vis each other,
and how they use specific value repertoires for managing these relations.
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Wertheim’s treatment of value differentiation and competition using the concept
of counterpoint complements Parkin’s notion of counterwork. Like the social
practices associated with the latter, heterogeneous counterpoint values are present
as emergent properties of people-acting-in-settings, and as such they also constitute
the conditions in which further actions and value choices are embedded. Everyday
life is inherently pregnant with a wide range of contrasting as well as overlapping
values, and to a degree people steer their way through them. The analytical
challenge is to identify the boundaries, conditions and implications of choice. We
need to explain, for example, why certain notions of modernity are considered less
efficacious than ‘non-modern’ beliefs and values in reference to specific
problematic situations or action-contexts. And, on the other hand, we must explore
the manner in which modernity discourses and institutions have contributed to the
undermining of existing authorities and forms of political control and cultural
legitimation.9

These issues of heterogeneity and value discrepancy are best explored through
the study of specific life-situations or critical events in which certain modes of
authority are constructed, contested and/or reconstructed by people struggling to
give some order, goals and targets to their lives, and thus to legitimise their actions.
In short, we should examine the formulation, negotiation and implementation of
rules, procedures, laws, and timetables which aim to frame how people ‘talk’ and
‘do things’ in order to make effective particular regimes of discipline, whilst at the
same time giving meaning to their own individual life-worlds made up of a host
of fears and expectations.

As we have suggested in previous publications (Long 1989; Arce & Long 1993),
a useful methodological approach for getting to grips with these different and
entangled life-worlds is through the identification of fields of interface. Life-worlds
exist as specific time, space and experiential configurations (Arce 1997:180), where
some coexist, some clash, some mix, and others separate or retreat into themselves.
This generates different combinational patterns, which are variously described in
the literature as ‘syncretism’, ‘hybridisation’, ‘creolisation’, and ‘cyborgs’, each
being a specific form of synthesising material, cultural, organisational and human
combinations.10

In the next section we take two illustrations—one concerning African witchcraft
practices in relation to processes of modernisation and the distribution of power,
and the other dealing with the dissolving of boundaries due to the expansion of
agro-export production in the US and Mexico.

Syncretism, hybridity and transnational space

Geschiere’s (1997, French edn 1995) book deals with the central significance of
witchcraft in the local and national political economy of Cameroon. A brief account
of witchcraft discourse is presented in the opening chapter. This deals with the
testimony of a Baptist minister who is visited by an old woman —a practising
Christian—who seeks religious support from him. She complains that she had been
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working all night. The minister then asks her to explain what she means exactly.
The story she tells is that she has been ‘driving’ a plane all night to transport food,
rain and other things from places of plenty to a place of scarcity. The old woman
argues that whites were trying to take away the plane from us but that she was so
skilful a pilot, with thirty years of experience, that she managed to avoid this. When
the minister questions if she really is a pilot, she responds that, although she has
never seen a plane in her life, she knows how to build one. Then she explains,
without any sense of doubt or fatalism in the face of Western idioms of modernity,
‘[a]ll planes are in the world of witchcraft, and when the white man gets it from
the black man, he then interprets it into real life. As it is with planes, so with
televisions, radios, telephones etc.’ (Geschiere 1997:3).

Geschiere’s brief commentary on this story stresses its syncretistic nature and
concludes that in Africa the notions and images that compose this kind of narrative
on modernity and witchcraft ‘are the subject of constant reformulations and re-
creations, which often express a determined effort for signifying politico-economic
changes or even gaining control over them’ (1997:3). Hence, he asserts the power
of witchcraft beliefs to appropriate elements of modernity and to ascribe them with
new meanings. On one level, the story depicts the struggle that arises over who
has control and capacity to organise the path to modernity—the old woman/
witches, the whites or the minister? On another level, it indicates the origin of
‘modern’ things, namely that they essentially derive from the ‘world of witchcraft’
or the occult, but are materialised through the actions of whites who have the
power of ‘representing’ them in ‘real life’. Of course, in the account it is the old
woman piloting the plane who re-distributes the goods and the rain from centres
of affluence to places of shortage, thus demonstrating the imagined strategic
‘agency’ of witchcraft to intervene and affect the outcomes of modernisation.
Paradoxically, too, it is the minister who, at the end of his testimony, calls for the
development of a ‘theology of witchcraft…not dominated by foreign theological
models’ (1997:225, note 3).

This line of analysis is interesting because it simultaneously points to the
limitations of functional, cognitive, as well as rational choice explanations of such
phenomena. It directs us, that is, towards giving due attention to the intensity and
emotional commitment of everyday lived and imagined experiences—often
associated with what people perceive as critical events— which set off a rapid
transposition of images deriving from, and transgressing, different and seemingly
contradictory cultural and social worlds. Also, it emphasises the need to recognise
the ambiguity and indeterminateness of practices and representations manufactured
out of the subtle combinations of past and present values, experiences, doubts, and
people’s fears and expectations that mould their visions of the future.

People, then, do not experience the ‘arrival’ of modernity as the disintegration
of their ‘old’ worlds, marked by the establishment of an unproblematic new and
‘pure’ code of communication and rationality. Rather, they visualise reality as made
up of ‘living’ ensembles of imagined and felt experiences that juxtapose and
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interrelate different materialities and types of agency, embracing notions associated
with aspects of both modernity and tradition.

It is through illustrations, such as this witchcraft narrative of the old woman, that
we come to appreciate that the modern monopoly of technical purification is not
enough to frame and contain the dispersed and fragmented images of these
seemingly incompatible worlds. Nor can they easily be depicted in binary
categories, such as ‘indigenous’ versus ‘universal’ knowledge and beliefs, where
communication between them is problematic, though, with the right ‘instruments’,
not impossible. Witches and witchcraft exist (implicitly or explicitly) in many
worlds, including those where so-called ‘modernising’ images and practices prevail,
but they become temporarily visible through particular actors’ semantic and
pragmatic manoeuvres. Witches and witchcraft are not a momentary stage in social
development, but rather enduring entities which, as Geschiere’s study and Chapters
5 and 6 of the present volume illustrate, occupy the same space with ancestral spirits,
living kinsmen, Christian missionaries, colonial administrators, and contemporary
African politicians and bureaucrats.11

The social actions that dissolve boundaries12 and allow actors to deal with
different worlds often shake the foundations of Western universal logic and modes
of representation and communication. However, as the above case demonstrates,
people have no difficulties in adapting to these disparate worlds; and in this sense
they do not engage in syncretistic practices that synthesise contrasting world views
or shreds of culture. Neither can the homogenising practices of ‘globality’ ever
obliterate ‘locality’ as a significant organising and experiential point of reference
(cf. Appadurai 1995).

Some of these issues can be further explored by reviewing Kearney’s (1996)
argument concerning transnational migrants working in the US and Mexican
border states. Central to his interpretation is the concept of ‘hyperspace’, which he
borrows from Jameson (1984). Kearney uses the term to register the point at which
activities ‘become partially or completely cognitively detached from geographic
space and are reconstituted in a hyperspace’ (1996:118). He gives as examples of
this type of space, international airports, shopping malls, international hotels and
fast-food chains. This is a socially constructed space and its main characteristics are
that it is not ‘anchored permanently in a specific locale’, is ‘inhabited mainly by
strangers’, and yet ‘has a certain universal quality that is independent of any specific
locale in which it might occur’ (1996:118).

The agroindustrial production system found throughout north-west Mexico and
in California, Oregon, and Washington, is presented as another example. This
‘continuous system [is] marked by a uniformity that is imposed onto and obliterates
local landscapes and communities as distinct locales’ (1996:118), and thus acquires
a certain sameness typified by the use of identical technologies: chemical fertilisers,
pesticides, and genetically-engineered crops. Focusing on the migrant Mixtec
workers involved in such agroindustrial production, Kearney points out that they
ignore the particularities of the geographical area in which they are working in
favour of identifying location with crop within the production hyperspace. One
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worker said he did not know where he had been working, only that he had been
‘with tomatoes’. Another worker located his sons as having gone to ‘the oranges’.
So Kearney concludes that what we have here is a system of production,
distribution, and consumption in which a number of internally differentiated
persons, corporations, and agencies come together and articulate facets of their
identities to produce and reproduce in a transnational hyperspace. It is in such
hyperspace, detached from a bounded geographical place, that transnational
communities are situated (Kearney 1996:118–19).

But there is a paradox in Kearney’s idea. While one might accept the point that
in some senses there is an element of unbounded geographical and social sameness
in hyperspace locations, and therefore conclude that there are ‘no distinct centres
that are primary reference points’, this is clearly not the case from what we know
of the life-worlds and social struggles of migrant workers, which Kearney himself
has fully documented in his other writings.13

In depending upon the metaphor of hyperspace, Kearney portrays a form of
space that is empty of actors’ subjective experiences.14 A Mexican migrant worker
from Oaxaca, for example, continues to be identified by himself and others as
Mixtec and a peasant. But, at the same time, he incorporates into his life-world
many aspects of his Californian and other US experiences, including the social
relations he forms with other workers, neighbours and relatives living there, as well
as what he picks up from the media and from observing a wide range of life styles
in the course of his daily routines. In other words, he exists in his entirety in any
space that he inhabits. Nor are these elements simply discarded on his return to the
village, since the village itself is a repository of members’ accumulated experiences,
relationships, and individual and collective memories.

Therefore, in this ‘hyperspace’, there are no properties that could challenge or
undermine the authority of the agroindustrial system of production. In the
‘sameness’ of hyperspace we do not find the varieties and nuances of Elias, nor can
we take account of the variety of value discrepancies and social conflicts founded
upon status, gender, and ethnic divisions, both within and outside the workplace.
The significance of such social differences and their transformations, as more global
and flexible forms of production are put in place, impacts on workers’ livelihoods
and life-worlds in various ways. Nor does this concept of hyperspace allow us to
take up Wertheim’s suggestion to study counterpoint values: hyperspace ends up
with hegemonic institutions which apparently subsume ordinary people’s everyday
practices and conceptions of self across the different production locations. The
model does not acknowledge that the space of the transnational corporations does
not always coincide with the space of migrant labourers. In this hyperspace, if
persons, corporations and agencies articulate with each other, totally detached from
geographic space, how do we understand the complex and strategic interactions
that can take place between workers (often themselves divided in terms of social
and cultural background), and the representatives (managers and the frontline staff)
of the corporations they work for? As Torres (1994, 1997) shows, this can only be
achieved through a major rethinking of processes of domination and resistance,
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and by means of reflexive ethnography. Torres’ study of the everyday lives of
tomato workers in an agroindustrial company operating in western Mexico brings
out the paradoxical effects of power and local knowledge. He demonstrates how,
even in the everyday work situation, workers are able to establish a social and
epistemological space for their own interests, and in this way challenge the
hegemonic strategies and expertise of the company.

To conclude this section, it appears then that neither syncretism, nor hybridity,
nor the global uniformities of hyperspatial ordering, in themselves, provide a
wholly satisfactory understanding of the ways in which diverse modernities and
traditions are interwoven in contemporary societies.

Hybrids and mutants

We must, therefore, consider adding to the lexicon on social and cultural change.
As illustrated in Chapter 12, we believe that it is useful to think through these issues
using the notions of ‘mutants’ and ‘mutation’. By common definition, hybrids
(whether human, organic, material or cultural) are entities of a mixed ancestry, that
is they result from the cross between different forms, and require a constant infusion
of new stock or elements from some external sources if they are not to become
depleted and eventually productively ‘degenerated’ to the point of extinction. Like
the development of new hybrid maize varieties, some aesthetic or cultural hybrids
are purposefully engineered by artists and intellectuals, while others may arise quite
accidentally through ‘playing around’ with ideas and objects.

However, the use of the notion of hybrids (and by implication syncretism) to
characterise the make up of certain newly emergent life styles and socio-cultural
arrangements falls short, since what we are dealing with are dynamically generated
changes that involve, often rapidly and unpredictably, the re-assembling of the
recursive properties of entities and the redrawing of boundaries in such a way that
new social forms emerge out of existing ones. These new forms possess the capacity
to reproduce or transform themselves in various ways: that is, they can lose
(deletion), gain (translocation) and exchange (transduction) specific characteristics
or properties. The forms that result are never fully controllable and may be
propelled, in certain circumstances, by outside interventions, although internal
rearrangements take precedence over externalities, because it is these that give the
form its identity, qualities, organisational shape, capacities and meanings. This is
what we mean by ‘mutation’ and ‘mutants’. It goes well beyond the focus in
discussions of hybridity on issues of mixed cultural ancestry and practice. One
advantage of using mutants and mutation is that the terms take us out of the maze
of dualisms, binary oppositions and simple amalgamations, which still plague most
discussions on modernity, premodernity/tradition and post-modernity. As
Haraway (1991:181) declares, when writing of cyborgs—a close cousin of our
mutants—‘[t]his is a dream not of a common language, but of a powerful infidel
heteroglossia’.
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This mutant imagery assists us in developing an ethnography of multiple
modernities which simultaneously embraces what one might call ‘civilising’ and
‘decivilising’ practices and processes. Of course, we wish to dissociate our use of
the terms ‘mutation’ and ‘mutants’ from the perjorative connotations they
sometimes carry in everyday parlance—the word mutants quickly conjures up
images of weird, deformed human-like, outer-space creatures! Instead, what we
wish to convey with these terms is the importance of recognising the intensity,
rapidity and self-organising properties of much contemporary social change.

In order to understand and analyse these types of transformations, we need to
develop a perspective on the ‘counter-tendencies’ implied in so-called ‘dominant’
or ‘normal’ patterns of development. We do this through exploring the ideas of
‘counter-development’, originally proposed by Galjart in his discussion of how to
make development relevant to people’s interests and to their time-bounded realities
and expectations.

Counter-tendencies and counter-development

Social change and development need to be portrayed as multi-dimensional and
contested realities. This holds whether the particular focus is on contrasting
interpretations of modernity, transformations in development policy and practice,
diverse forms of livelihood and experience, differentiated institutional and power
domains, or local and regional spaces of production, distribution and consumption.
Implicit in the notion of counter-tendencies to development is an approach which
offers a useful vantage point for understanding the diversity of difference, and allows
the ethnographer to engage with local people’s images and discourses that give
meaning to their actions.15

According to this line of analysis, the issue of how people transgress or cross
social and cognitive boundaries or manage to generate changes based on the
reorganisation of values, is important for assessing the significance of specific social
activities. State officials and intervention experts work at bringing change in local
practices. This usually implies changes in the use and control of territories, both
spatial and social, and in self-organising processes. Such changes may entail the
threat to or destruction of existing social arrangements and can result in violent
confrontations. The latter is likely to occur when farmers or local groups appear
to be growing too independent. In most cases this will not trigger revolution or
even crisis, but simply represents the spurts and counter-spurts in the expansion of
Western-led development. The participation of local people in decision-making
processes usually generates the disembedding and re-embedding of existing political
and economic factors, creating social forms that can only be conceptualised as
processes of counter-development to modernity.

Galjart (1981) convincingly argues that focusing on counter-development (i.e.
strategic actions that counter the dominant development trends and thinking) helps
to avoid viewing development simply as a geographical and administrative process
of incorporation. It also questions the image of the state as the only legitimate body
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for carrying out tasks relating to law and order maintenance, economic planning
and the delivery of public services. Although it is often assumed that the state is
stronger than sectional interests in society, Galjart argues that the state usually flexes
its muscles at the point when protest threatens to undermine state practice or, one
should add, when the territorial integrity of the nation-state is at stake. To restore
political control the state applies measures aimed at neutralising political adversaries.
Frequently, however, such political moves have the opposite effect of generating
the de-centralisation of political decisions, thus creating room for the furthering of
alternative or opposing policies. It is at this point that Galjart proposes that the
main role of external donors should not be that of managing the uncertainties of
development projects, but that of supporting these counter-tendencies through the
exercise of political pressure on government.

One must conclude then that those who support this view, as do many
contemporary NGOs, base their strategies on the necessary existence of societal
antagonisms, which they can utilise in their search for political alliances with local
groups and international bodies fanding development cooperation. Galjart’s view
is that counter-development initiatives should be supported with resources and
specialised knowledge, especially as they usually start in a low-key manner and do
not immediately imply a major reversal of existing policies. Counter-development
is thus a balancing act between introduced bureaucratic procedures and local
practices. But unlike many heavy-handed state interventions, local actors and
change agents have less difficulty in managing and appropriating new procedures,
methods and rationalisations. In other words, counter-development is based on
people’s scope and power to blend and shape things emerging in the wake of the
spread of ‘the techniques’ of modernity and in the re-positioning of local modes
of organisation. The process is consistent with our argument that modernity
assumes multifarious forms and practices in its contemporary diffusion and
refractions as a global process.

The notion of counter-development is oriented therefore to understanding and
acting upon the processes by which multiple modernities are established. It helps
to identify the types of representations, practices, discourses, performances,
organisational forms, institutions and forums of counter-tendency that emerge; and
what modes of authority and power open up and are consolidated in the re-
directing of social change. According to Galjart, the constant mobilisation of
people’s collective actions is linked to the significance of their numerous social
commitments. Co-operation needs to be understood in relation to interaction of
different spheres of life and in terms of how actors share and compete within
common social spaces, wherein struggles take place over how people should work
together in relation to labour, markets, technologies and so forth. And, in order to
comprehend those practices by which people manage the uncertainties and risks
of everyday life, we need to identify the formal and informal coalitions that act for
or against certain strategic representations of development. Only by understanding
how different actors go about their various tasks and livelihood concerns, can we
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avoid the homogeneous picture painted of ‘community’ solidarity. Differentiation
entails allocations of responsibility, time and identity.

The degree and quality of organising processes are dependent upon the partial
connections and the intensity of experiential configurations that reveal the ways in
which actors tend to bridge gaps, juxtapose ideas and practices and engage in
displays and performances (see Strathern 1991:1–41). Actors’ informal contacts,
their use of existing institutions, how they diffuse information, exchange
experiences, participate in discussions, meetings, celebrations and religious
ceremonies, and share and counterpose their perceptions and ideologies about the
world around them make up these bundles of experiential partial connections. In
this way actors re-position themselves and their relationships vis-à-vis their own
social and cultural standpoints of modernity. Commitment then is not a
‘compulsory’ moral social act (like some interpretations of class consciousness). It
must be seen as part of the everyday choices of individuals (for example concerning
labour, technology or the utilisation of natural resources) that replicate and
proliferate notions of tradition and modernity in a variety of social forms. These
social forms, while regularly, may not be similar and, if similar, they may not be
regular. As Strathern has put it in a rather different context, here we are confronted
by a paradox of contacts between surfaces. A related point is that ‘[c]omplexity is
not a property just of the number of component parts or even the direction of their
relationships, but of the variety of their interactions and thus the possibility to align
into many different configurations’ (Lee 1997:20).

Counter-development means shaping and establishing the here-and-now of
modernity. Viewed from above, this may result in the loss of the power of
implementation and the minimisation of the role of expert knowledge. From
below, it represents a series of opportunities for organising specific projects which,
in turn, may help to promote and finance further projects. For people to have a
voice and a share in the arrangement of such localised modernities, projects need
to be run by those who are cognisant of both the implications of counter-
development and how to support it. The use of surplus for financing other projects,
the elaboration of contracts and the institution building of counter-development
associations offer opportunities for individuals to create livelihoods for the project
group, but they also promote additional sources of employment for other members
of the group and possibly society at large.

Counter-development thus implies a decrease in the central profitability rule in
favour of contradictory objectives, such as mobilisation or the commitment to
collective action. Galjart conceptualises this element in counter-development as
solidarity. But solidarity should be grounded in market prices and the spread of
benefits according to procedures established beforehand. These could regulate
‘wage’ rates and differentials, as well as the use of profits. In order to avoid the
possible paralysis that may arise because single interests do not take account of
overall social costs and benefits, Galjart suggests the creation of ‘second-order’
organisations. ‘A group which works profitably does not simply hand over its profits
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as if it were paying tax: it remains the owner, but the usufruct is decided on another
level, where other interests can also make themselves heard’ (1981:95).

Thus, Galjart’s notion of counter-development is based on successful market
orientation, organisation building, sound financial strategies, and the combination
of individual profit with a concern for social costs and benefits. As we hope we
have shown, his account provides a useful perspective on the formation of new
modernities ‘from below’, and on how small-scale intervention programmes can
play a role in shaping counter-development processes. Although we tend to be
somewhat sceptical of the broader benefits of externally-designed participatory
development programmes, Galjart’s theoretical and practical recommendations on
counter-development clearly reinforce our argument for detailed actor-oriented
ethnographic work on the production and transformation of social practices of
development.

As with the concept of counterwork, ideas of counter-development and counter-
tendencies again raise issues of ambiguity, ambivalence and the crossing of cultural
boundaries in the constitution of newly assembled localised modernities. Counter-
development evidently involves multiple processes of reworking old modes of
organisation and meaning and experimenting with new ones. In order to counter
or deploy successfully the authority and powers of existing state institutions and
centrally-organised development bodies, it is necessary to play with not only the
inevitable ambiguities of policy texts and domains of implementation, but also the
ambivalences attached to various sets of social relations and value commitments
(which become manifest in problematic situations where conflicts of loyalty arise),
and finally, to be bold enough to cross preconceived cultural frontiers (for instance
associating with government officials of different ethnic or class status). The viability
of these manoeuvres—not unknown to the field anthropologist—will depend on
the kinds of processes identified by Galjart, namely, mobilisation, commitment and
solidarity, not only of relations but also of values and meanings. New social forms
are inherently multivalent and allow for possible ambivalences that can transcend
existing divisions, hierarchies and membership groupings.

A parallel line of argument has been developed by Barth (1992) in response to
mainstream social anthropology and its misuse of the concept of society. He argues
that in order to use the concept of society, ‘we need to think of society as the
context of actions and result of actions but not as a thing’ (1992:31). The basis of
his critique lies in the need for anthropology to recognise social positioning and
multiple voices, and to abandon its position that society is made up of a ‘shared set
of ideas enacted by a population’ (Barth 1992:32). Anthropologists need to adopt
a perspective that allows us to ‘model the resulting processes, the disordered
systematic properties that are thereby generated, and the pervasive flux that ensues’
(1992:32). Looking at such processes through the study of everyday practices is
complex, but essential if we are to develop new insights into social change and
development.
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New evolving agendas for development research: the
contribution of anthropology

The creative destruction, or deconstruction, of the idea of a singular, Western
modernity by people with different, localised values and knowledge underlines the
fact that the spread of modernity has resulted in a plethora of modernities. This has
transformed the geopolitical and social representation of the globe. Fifty years ago
the world was transformed from a template made up of colonial powers and their
colonies to one consisting of rich industrialised and poor emerging nations—or
what eventually became labelled as the ‘developed’ and the ‘lesser developed’
countries or ‘the Third World’. Nowadays, the idea of a world of development
carries with it a more distinct global connotation, though many of the same wealth
and power divides remain. This new global picture has become associated with the
growth of information-based technologies and rapid means of transport and
communications; dynamic and at times perverse flows of capital and commodities
through global markets; complex and fragile political orders; and a variegated
transnational cultural and symbolic life composed of both homogenising and
diversifying processes.

This changed global scene has brought to the fore many new (and rediscovered)
social and moral concerns which increasingly involve action by international
bodies, including various institutions concerned with development aid and co-
operation. These issues include new forms of colonialism, civil war and inter-state
conflict, military aid, human rights, international terrorism, the drug trade,
immigration and refugee movements, especially from the South to the North,
health epidemics such as AIDS and food poisoning, and disaster prevention and
relief. In each scenario, experts of various kinds are contracted to carry out
diagnostic studies and to plan and implement remedial courses of action. Much of
this work is still undertaken within a framework of thinking based upon mainstream
development policy and planning that pays homage to the power of science and
rational management.

According to Lynn (1996), this corresponds to ‘a production of knowledge and
identities’ based on ‘first world’ representational practices. Hence, the reasons for
certain so-called ‘problems’ in the South—such as the production and
commercialisation of drugs or the ‘mismanagement’ of natural resources— remain
outside the parameters of expert knowledge or they are excluded politically from
the agenda of discussions and therefore seem to have no influence on the actions
taken. For example, it was only when the American president declared a war on
drugs and Bolivian troops finally invaded the Chapare region to stop farmers from
cultivating coca, that a political problem emerged between local farmers and civil
authorities around the question of anti-drug enforcement policy. While the
expansion of the cultivation of coca was seen, principally by Americans, as the
origin of the drug problem, the Chapare farmers argued that the growing of the
plant was simply following age-old Bolivian custom and agricultural practice. These
two positions were, at this point, incompatible. But as events moved on, it became

RECONFIGURING MODERNITY AND DEVELOPMENT 21



possible to strike some form of compromise, though still somewhat shaky, since
the issue hinged upon the dilemma of finding an alternative, equally commercially
viable crop. Discussions and confrontations now involved the parties concerned
on the basis of arguing their contrary opinions. This constructed partial connections
between them, whether or not they were directly represented around the
negotiating table. This situation would offer either a new beginning for reaching
some agreements or would fan the escalation of violence. Chapters 8, 9 and 11 of
this volume explore these and related issues.

According to Cooper & Packard (1997), since the 1980s two distinct sets of
critics of developmentalist frameworks have emerged. The first is the
ultramodernist who maintains the position that economic laws are universally valid,
with the free market rather than state policy offering the best solution for
stimulating investment and ‘efficient’ allocation of resources. The second is the
post-modernist who argues that development is no more than a discourse justifying
control and surveillance of people’s practices by powerful institutions. Both
positions share a concern with power. For the ultramodernist, power represents a
distortion in self-regulated markets; for the post-modernist, power is associated
with a Western-based ‘power-knowledge regime’ which has the capacity to
manipulate social life and conditions everywhere.

In spite of some intellectual optimism, by the mid-1990s social development
was still mapping out the extent of our own ideological orthodoxies and searching
for a new coherence around theory and method. On the other hand, increasing
awareness of global transformations motivated by technological advances in
transport, the media, communications and new commodity trading networks,
together with a critical awareness of modernity, had pushed us to focus on the issue
of how to describe change and analyse contemporary living conditions in the world.

Although from time to time anthropologists have entered this debate, for the
most part they have tried to avoid making any such generalised assertions. Instead,
they have addressed the question of institutional control and the issue of market
versus state through conducting empirical research on development practice and
its outcomes. Here special attention is given to the analysis of the formulation and
implementation of national policy programmes and projects and their differential
local responses and transformations. For instance, planned intervention in the field
of rural development became a central focus for research by Long and colleagues
at Wageningen, the Netherlands, from the mid–1980s onwards.16 Their studies
portrayed the social life surrounding the implementation of projects and policies
as complex and subject to modifications through the everyday actions of people,
including not only the so-called beneficiaries but also frontline development
personnel and other so-called stakeholders such as politicians and traders. Within
these arenas of struggle two themes were of special significance: the strategic
importance and re-constitution of bureaucratic practice and ideology, and the
active engagement of local beneficiaries, not as the passive subjects of development
institutions and ideology, but as ‘knowing’ agents in their own right. This actor-
oriented approach presented the anthropology of development as concerning a
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field of contested realities in which struggles over values, resources, knowledge and
images constitute the battlefield between different actors and their life-worlds.

Another trend to emerge in development studies (see works by Apthorpe &
Gasper 1996; Escobar 1995; Ferguson 1990; and Crush 1995) was the emphasis
placed on the production and reproduction of development discourse. According
to Grillo & Stirrat (1997), this finally opened up the discussion concerning the
significance of Western hegemonic views and practice in the representation of the
Third World and its ‘problems’. Both actor-oriented research and discourse studies
demonstrate the importance of analysing localised power configurations and
knowledge interfaces. But, whereas discourse scholars (Escobar, Ferguson, Crush
& Hobart (1993) who take a broader philosophical stance) give priority to
understanding how Western science and development models enrol, discipline and
transform forms of knowledge rooted in other cultural traditions, actor-oriented
research focuses upon the ‘diverse and discontinuous configurations of knowledge’
(Long & Long 1992:26) that we encounter in specific development arenas. The
latter actor perspective is congruent with Apthorpe’s argument that development
discourses not only often misrepresent the ‘realities’ faced by those for whom
development is planned, but they differ greatly amongst themselves, both within
and between the development institutions mandated to formulate and/or
implement policy. In other words, rather than premise one’s views of knowledge
on a binary opposition between Western and non-Western epistemologies and
practice, one should attempt to deal with the intricate interplay and joint
appropriation and transformation of different bodies of knowledge.

Thus, while a host of interesting studies have been produced that explicate the
contents of expert, lay and ‘indigenous’ types of knowledge ,17 the critical task for
the development anthropologist is to develop methodologies and theoretical
interpretations of the different knowledge interfaces inherent in intervention
processes and local/global change. Issues of knowledge have also provided a
grounding for an analysis of contrasting perceptions and management of the
environment (see Croll & Parkin 1992)—a field of increasing interest given the
commitments made by national governments and international bodies to include
ecological and conservation issues within development work. A recent
contribution to this field is the work of Fisher (1997), who has analysed livelihoods
and local resource use in a Tanzanian game reserve. A central part of her study is
devoted to analysing the knowledge interfaces that take place between scientific
experts who frame conservation policies, game reserve staff who put them into
practice, and local people who are constantly creatively breaking or bending rules
in order to exploit the natural resources of the game reserve for their own purposes.
Fisher argues that, in dealing with the conservation programme, local people draw
upon ‘collective’ memories of previous government interventions. In this case, the
latter concern the local history of colonial resettlement programmes, which closed
off parts of tribal territory and moved a large proportion of the population to new
and unfamiliar areas where they had to devise new ways of surviving. Thus, local
assessments of present events, concerning the game reserve and actions of
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conservation personnel, are always cast in relation to past critical situations, and
provide the basis for creating space for the pursuit of their own livelihood options
(particularly fishing, hunting and beekeeping) which run counter to the
scientifically-designed management plan of government, although not necessarily
the interests of local conservation officers. The case highlights, then, the need to
examine these dimensions through the study of the pragmatics of value negotiation
and claim-making, and not in terms of the assumed incompatibility of local people’s
livelihoods and the objectives of the conservation programme (for an interesting
Dutch example see Röling & Wagenmakers 1998).

This line of analysis has been pursued systematically, using concepts drawn
explicitly from an actor-oriented framework, to elucidate conflicts that arise over
the interpretation of environmental change in African contexts (Fairhead & Leach
1995, Leach & Mearns 1996, and Leach, Mearns & Scoones 1997). The authors
demonstrate how experts’ ‘received wisdom’ on issues such as land degradation
and deforestation is actively challenged by the historical and ecological experience
of local actors, who devise counter-narratives and engage in counterwork pitched
against the knowledge of the environmental specialist. In the present volume,
Chapters 5, 6 and 7 are devoted to the further exploration of these issues.

We can extend this point about the practical implications of knowledge
confrontations in policy implementation to mention briefly the efforts made by
some anthropologists to introduce ethnographic methods into project planning and
evaluation. A useful recent volume dealing with this problem is that by Pottier
(1993) who brings together a number of interesting contributions on
methodology.18 One observation made by Pottier (1993:11) is that development
workers implementing policies ‘must “listen and learn’” from local actors and be
guided, not by ‘inflexible methods’, but by well-informed ethnographic practice
that relates sensitively to the everyday problematics of project beneficiaries and
frontline development personnel (see also Arce 1993).

Building upon Pottier’s emphasis on the critical usefulness of anthropological
field research, Gardner and Lewis (1996) make more explicit the importance of ‘[a]
nthropology’s contribution to positive post-developmental change’(1996:167).
They argue for a critical post-modern stance against the ethnocentric assumptions
of the world of development, whilst also affirming the continuing role of the
anthropologist ‘in unpicking, analysing and changing development practice over
time’ (1996:168). But it is not enough to proclaim, as they do at the very end their
book, that ‘[we] can see important roles for the anthropologist in reconstructing
ideas and practice in order to overcome poverty and improve the quality of life
across the world’ (1996: 168). We would argue that what we urgently need is a
theoretically–grounded methodology that goes beyond this kind of Western
romanticism. To achieve this we must exercise critical reflection to unpick and
analyse precisely the representations, practices and taken-for-granted goals of
development inherent in their statement. Only in this way can we tackle the larger
problem of decontaminating the underlying ideological assumptions of prevailing
approaches to development practice and its improvement.
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According to Grillo & Stirrat (1997), a promising way forward is to build upon
the work of Long & Long (1992) which centres on the issue of ‘multiple realities’
and diverse social practices and bodies of knowledge that make up the
‘middleground’ of development. Long & Long (1992:5–6) stress the importance
of more reflexive ethnography aimed at developing ‘theoretically grounded
methods of social research that allow for the elucidation of actors’ interpretations
and strategies, and of how these interlock through processes of negotiation and
accommodation’. Futhermore, the study of partial connections between these
different and ‘often incompatible social worlds’ of actors involved in struggles, and
the different social interests and values that are embodied within them, especially
in situations of contested boundaries and their re-definition, can provide us with
a better understanding of how anthropology can capture the dynamics of the
recursiveness of ideas and practices of development. Such an approach necessarily
also requires a sensitivity towards the encounters that occur between the researched
and the researcher, as well as giving attention to the counter-tendencies and
counterwork of social change. Commenting on the work of Long & Long, Grillo
suggests a link with Marcus & Fisher’s ‘multi-sited’ anthropological perspective,
which the Wageningen research group has, for some time, been working with in
addressing the intellectual crisis of representation in ethnographic accounts.

As we mentioned earlier, the recent general upsurge of social science
contributions to the field of development studies seems to have its roots in the
problematisation of power (Cooper & Packard 1997), which is in part a legacy of
Foucault’s ideas on processes of ‘micro-power’ in everyday life. Yet, it is important
to acknowledge that European researchers, by and large, have responded to this
challenge somewhat differently from their American colleagues. As Grillo & Stirrat
(1997) suggest, while the major figures of American discourse analysis as applied
to development seek a ‘politically correct anthropology’ which requires a
foundational rethinking of the nature of the discipline in order to put behind them
the binary opposition of ‘the West’ versus ‘the Rest’, European researchers have
been more inclined to continue with ethnographically-informed enquiries into the
differential experiences of modernity and development practice, with emphasis on
the social life of development. This has generated a self-criticism of Western
development policy and practice that confronts the paradoxes and ugly sides of
modernity as they manifest themselves in particular contexts, without abandoning
the contributions of an established ethnographic orientation.

What one learns from ethnographic tradition as applied to development is that
an anthropology of development must be multivocal (Grillo & Stirrat 1997), multi-
sited (Marcus: 1995), but also increasingly concerned with people’s counter-
tendencies to modernity. The clash of localised cultures with varying modes of
modernity provides the possibility of constructing ethnographies that may not refer
to clearly defined social subjects, but instead are concerned with the depiction of
the particular dynamics and actions for disembedding and re-embedding elements
of multiple modernities and traditions.
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A key point here—which is central to the actor-oriented perspective—is to
capture how people experience the establishment of new and the transformation
of old codes of communication and to understand how they re-order their myths,
images and ‘monsters’ (i.e. their fears, as well as their hopes and expectations) in
narratives and practices which are held together through partial relations. From an
actor-oriented standpoint, people’s self-organising practices can only effectively be
grasped if we give close attention to the recursiveness and reflexivity of social life,
though, unlike some writers, we insist that the latter processes are essential for
analysing the generation of new social forms and practices and not simply the
reproduction of existing arrangements. A sound anthropology of development,
then, necessitates the building of a more reflexive ethnographic approach, which
will allow us to analyse the dynamics of re-assembling practices and experiences
by local actors, and not just their reactions to the so-called ‘induced’ changes and
socially-engineered experiments identified with modernisation theory or strategies.
This concern for reflexivity must be extended to include the researcher’s own
encounters and experiences with the life-worlds of actors in the development arena.

In the chapters that follow we focus on a number of critical events, viewed as
refractions generated by the intersection of global/local processes, in which local
people are both implicated and involved in the transformations that take place. In
this making of ‘new realities’ actors differentially ascribe meanings to their
experiences and re-position themselves vis-à-vis various intervening parties, old
and new solidarities and divisions, and alternative visions of the world.

Notes

1 For recent anthropological and sociological contributions which stress these issues,
one might mention Ferguson’s (1990) The Anti-Politics Machine, Long & Long’s (1992)
Battlefields of Knowledge, Hobart’s (1993) An Anthropological Critique of Development,
Schuurman’s (1993) Beyond the Impasse, Booth’s (1994) Rethinking Social Development,
Escobar’s (1995) Encountering Development, Apthorpe & Gasper’s (1996) Arguing
Development Policy, Gardner & Lewis’s (1996) Anthropology, Development and the Post-
modern Critique, Grillo & Stirrat’s (1997) Discourses of Development, and Abram &
Waldren (1998) Anthropological Perspectives on Local Development.

2 Indeed some observers predict its total demise as the ‘era of development’ (by which
they mean planned development) draws to a close. This viewpoint, however, is clearly
too extreme since authoritative and powerful international bodies such as the IMF
and World Bank, as well as national governments, continue to play a major role in
the planning and regulating of economic and social development, albeit from a
neoliberal standpoint (see Chapter 2 of the present volume).

3 Making treaties with existing traditional leaders and shoring up existing structures
and cultures of authority was of course essential to the setting up and maintenance
of colonial rule, especially of the ‘indirect’ type. Hence, while allegiance to the
colonial masters was demanded, ceremonialised deference was often shown to senior
chiefs and certain local leaders who were expected to be the guardians of ‘indigenous’
tradition.
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4 This holds even if we consider some of the more elaborated and sophisticated versions
of the general thesis (e.g. Parsons 1966; Eisenstadt 1966) and take account of the
recent emergence of ‘neofunctionalism’ which has had a relatively big impact within
social theory, especially in the US (see Alexander 1985; Colomy 1990).

5 See note 13 for a short criticism of actor-network theory put forward by Latour and
colleagues for analysing heterogeneous networks.

6 See, for instance, Mitchell’s (1957) analysis of the Kalela Dance performed in the
Copperbelt towns of what was then Northern Rhodesia, wherein tribal and modern-
urban roles, dress and attitudes were interwoven to construct a cultural collage that
mirrored the changing patterns of social difference based upon distinctions of
ethnicity, class and occupational status.

7 While fully recognising the important theoretical and ethnographic contributions of
Evans-Pritchard, Hutchinson (1996) has produced a fascinating historical
anthropology of the major economic, political and religious transformations among
the Nuer, which demonstrates the shortcomings of analyses rooted in notions of
cultural ‘boundedness’, ‘homogeneity’ and ‘order’. She argues (1996: 28) that this
dependence (in Evans-Pritchard’s work) on ‘a static structural model’ makes invisible
‘how conflicts of interest, perspective, and power among various age, gender, wealth
and status groups are continuously being re-negotiated and worked out “on the
ground”. What earlier generations of anthropologists tended to view as “the logic”
of a particular social system has thus often appeared, on closer inspection, to be merely
the logic of some segment of it. As a result, our very notion of culture and society
has begun to fracture and dissolve.’

8 Here we skate over the interesting issue of the prevalence of theatrical metaphors in
anthropological interpretations of Balinese culture. For example, Geertz (1974)
writes: ‘Physically men come and go…of no importance even to themselves. But the
masks they wear, the stage they occupy…and, most important, the spectacles they
mount remain and comprise not the facade but the substance of things, not least the
self’ (1984 edn: 128–9). For an extended critique of this ‘public culture’ position,
from the standpoint of interpreting the emotions and predicaments of everyday life,
see Wikan 1990: especially xviii–xxi, 124–7.

9 Yet, as Heelas points out, ‘people—whether “pre-modern”/“traditional”, “modern”
or even “post-modern”/“post-traditional”—always live in terms of those typically
conflicting demands associated…with voices of authority emanating from realms
transcending the self qua self, and…with those voices emanating from the desires,
expectations, and competitive or idiosyncratic aspirations of the individual’ (Heelas
1996:7). This suggests that there is no totalising system based on ‘tradition’ (usually
represented as ‘the belief in pre-given or natural orders of things’) or on modernity.
So-called ‘tradition’ cannot subsume or govern individual actions, nor can so-called
‘modern’ or ‘post-modern’ actors act without some regard for collective norms and
values.

10 Due to limits of space, we cannot here deal with the attributes of these different
heterogenous entities, which we believe merit full heuristic treatment. Hence, we
restrict ourselves to a brief comment on the excellent ethnography of Geschiere,
which permits us to reflect upon the limitations and insights provided by the idea of
syncretism as applied to the mixing of traditional and modern values. Geschiere’s text
stands apart from Stewart & Shaw’s (1994) volume on issues of syncretism and anti-
syncreticism (which concentrates on the politics and discourses of the synthesis of
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religious forms) by offering a detailed analysis of the interpenetration of witchcraft
beliefs and practices in relation to political life in Cameroon, tied to situated events
rather than being presented as illustrating the merging or synthesis of religious or
cultural traditions. In so doing, Geschiere’s ethnography brings out the nuances and
varieties of practice deployed by particular actors in the management of their everyday
lives. For a discussion of hybridity, see Latour (1993), Garcia Canclini (1989),
Werbner (1997), and Harvey (1996); for creolisation, see Hannerz (1992), and
Richards (1996); for cyborgs, see Haraway (1991), and Gray (1995).

11 This coexistence of the spirit world and everyday life has frequently been documented
in studies of African religious beliefs and practice, especially concerning ancestral and
other types of spirits. These spirit kinsmen/women manifest themselves in a variety
of forms, for example as animals or natural phenomena such as rocks, water, and trees.
They often intervene in everyday critical situations, causing illness or generating bad
relations between specific individuals and groups. Indeed, as Carin Vijfhuizen (1998)
shows, for the Ndau-Shona of Zimbabwe, they play a significant role in the ordering
of family, household and gender relations. But they show little or no respect for the
status position or authority of those they encounter, and frequently, speaking through
spirit mediums, they reveal the sources of misfortune and culpability of particular
individuals. Thus it is impossible in documenting the everyday events of a Ndau-
Shona village to ignore their influence, since they occupy the same spaces as do the
living actors. This is illustrated in Vijfhuizen’s study by the fact that village people
argued that the increase in angry avenging spirits has resulted from the colonial
government’s law prohibiting witch hunting and the killing of witches (1998:205).

12 It is beyond the scope of this chapter to fully examine how actors’ practices mark out
and rework cultural boundaries in situations of change and development. For
interesting studies of this process see Barth (1969), Cohen (1985, 1986), Rosaldo
(1989), Skar (1994), and Malkki (1992).

13 None of this fits well with the other strand of Kearney’s argument where he stresses
the ‘polybian’ characteristic of migrants, who ‘move in and out of multiple niches’,
and ‘back and forth from “peasant” to “proletarian” life spaces’ during their working
lives. Thus in one context an individual may appear ‘as a peasant, in another as a
plantation worker, and in others as a petty merchant or an urban slum dweller…[T]
hese slippery creatures defy constructed social bounds; they cross out of their “proper”
places and enter into marginal spaces. And by populating these border areas they
threaten normal social categories that the state has a responsibility to maintain’
(Kearney 1996:141–2).

14 In a recent paper, Whatmore & Thorne (1997) have strongly criticised the spatial
imagery of orthodox accounts of globalisation for ‘the eradication of social agency
and struggle from the compass of analysis by presenting global reach as a systemic and
logical, rather than a partial and contested, process’ (1997:288). These accounts also
magnify out of proportion the ‘scale’ and ‘mass’ of institutions such as transnationals
and regulatory bureaucracies, to the detriment of exploring the ‘intricate
interweavings of situated people, artefacts, codes and living things and the maintenance
of particular tapestries of connection across the world. Such processes and patterns of
connection are not reducible to a single logic or determinant interest lying somewhere
outside or above the social fray’ (1997:288).

In an attempt to rethink issues of space and social transformation, Whatmore &
Thorne look to certain new analytical trends in geography and anthropology for ‘the
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beginnings of an understanding of globalisation as partial, uneven and unstable’ (1997:
289). In particular, they build upon actor-network theory (Latour 1993, Law 1994,
and Callon & Law 1995), which they apply to the case of fair trade in coffee in the
UK. However, while the approach breaks some new ground in agro-food studies, in
the end it falls short for the very same reasons as do other actor-network studies.
Their presentation is based on showing how actors enact certain ‘modes of ordering’
(Law 1994:25) which allow them to construct narratives based on an encoding of
existing representational or cognitive repertoires that become inscribed in the stories
they tell and, like ritual, in the symbols that make performance practices routine. As
Golinski’s (1998:37–43) balanced and incisive critique of actor-network theory
demonstrates, the approach concentrates on constructing accounts of ‘how the actants
[humans and non-humans] they identify function as signifiers in a discursive
field’(1998:40). This tends to lay emphasis on semiotic dimensions rather than on the
close-up study of situated social practice or what Golinski describes as ‘incidents of
practical engagement with the material world’. Thus, when confronted with actor-
network studies, one continually asks how these textual signifiers relate to specific
actions in ‘real life’ situations. This problem is confounded by ascribing an equal
degree of agency to non-humans as to humans (cf. Lynch’s 1996 critique). Discussing
Latour’s book on Pasteur, Golinski concludes that ‘the conflation of semiotics with
ontology seems like a failure to distinguish between reinscribing the accounts of
scientists [or other social actors] themselves and giving a detached sociological analysis’
(op.cit: 41). The same issues arise with Whatmore & Thorne’s application of the
theory.

15 We use the term ‘counter-tendencies’ to problematise the issues of globality and
modernity ‘from the centre’, thus revealing how communicated messages,
information, material resources, technologies, and various cultural repertoires and
relations are received, translated and reworked by locally situated actors who assemble
these various elements in order to re-position themselves in relation to so-called
macro influences and frameworks. The idea of counter-tendencies does not imply
binary oppositions such as centre-periphery or dominant-subordinate relations, since
such tendencies can work in several directions. They may mediate global or
hegemonic relations but they are not the direct effect of these assumed dominant
relations, though they may in the end contribute to the reproduction of certain power
relations. They are perhaps most significant for the ways in which they pose and
promote alternative agendas for change and can, under certain circumstances,
challenge the assumptions and authorities of so-called centres of representation and
control.

In this essay we cannot possibly attempt to unravel all the complexities involved
in the idea of counter-tendencies, of which one version is Galjart’s counter-
development proposal. But the approach is, we believe, useful for documenting and
analysing how various social actors manage to create space for change (see Long 1984),
in spite of being on the receiving ends of organised interventions that bring with
them systematic models and packages designed to achieve development and
modernity.

16 This body of work is extensive. Key works include Long 1984, Arce 1986 (1993),
Arce & Long 1987, Long 1988, Long 1989, Long & van der Ploeg 1989, Arce 1989,
Seur 1992, de Vries 1992 (1997), van der Zaag 1992, Long & Long 1992, Arce,
Villarreal & de Vries 1994, Long & van der Ploeg 1994, and Mongbo 1995. In
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addition, one should mention here a recent useful contribution to the recognition of
‘an anthropology of policy’ by Shore & Wright (1997). It is somewhat odd, however,
that there is not one reference to any of the above works in their call for ‘a new field
of anthropology’. Nor is there any acknowledgement of the important contributions
by Schaffer (1984, 1985), Wood (1985), Handelman & Leyton (1978) and Grindle
(1980, 1986), to name but a few, that laid the groundwork for an anthropological
interpretation of policy processes and planned interventions. In addition, there is no
recognition of the volumes of Pottier (1993), and Hobart (1993) which make explicit
the importance of ethnography and knowledge construction in the analysis of policy
implementation processes at the level of projects.

17 Brokensha, Warren & Werner’s (1980) Indigenous Knowledge Systems and Development
and Richards’ (1985) Indigenous Agricultural Revolution mark the beginnings of the
growth of a large body of work dealing with local knowledge practices. Hobart’s
(1993) collection explicates the dynamics of knowledge processes between
‘developers’ and their clients, and Warren, Brokensha & Slikkerveer’s (1995) volume
provides an update on local knowledge issues. This work has been complemented
by many empirical and theoretical studies exploring issues of discourse, knowledge
and power. See for example Marglin & Marglin (1990), Long & Long (1992), Scoones
& Thompson (1992) and Grillo & Stirrat (1997).

18 Elements of an actor-oriented perspective have been enthusiastically taken up in
applied fields such as agricultural extension and communication studies (Röling 1994,
Leeuwis 1993, Engel 1995), participatory rural appraisal (PRA) and stakeholder
analysis (Salomon & Engel 1997), and used for framing research on environmental
change and natural resource managment (Lockie 1996 on the Australian land-care
movement, and Leach & Mearns 1996 on African environmental change and policy).
In addition, a group of German, French and West African anthropologists working
mostly in French West Africa on questions of development and social change has
evolved a theoretical standpoint that is highly compatible with actor-oriented analysis
at Wageningen (see Elwert & Bierschenk 1988, Olivier de Sardan 1995).
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2
Creating or regulating development

Representing modernities through language and discourse

Alberto Arce1

Introduction

This chapter starts from the assumption that languages of development constitute
an important representational field in which the meanings and intentionalities of
development policies can be grasped and analysed. The social ordering of this field
is the outcome of how cultural practices, ideas, concepts and distributions of
meaning are enacted and experienced through human activity.2 In other words, it
is through actors’ interactions and ‘translations’ of experience that institutions and
the complexities of practice take shape. Embodied in these processes are the ways
in which different actors’ perceptions, views, desires and values are framed and
defended, or challenged and contested. Hence, struggles over meanings,
representations and images—what Bourdieu (1984:479–84) calls ‘classification
struggles’—are central to understanding development institutions, policies and
outcomes. In addition, it is important to explore the ways in which development
practitioners/experts and local actors articulate their languages of development, and
how far these resonate with each other or create a cacophony of divergent and
discordant messages.

The discussion takes a broad view of what constitutes the articulation of
languages of development. Here we need to consider three ways in which the term
‘development’ is located linguistically. First, it is seen as centrally linked to
theoretical ways of talking about the manifestations and dilemmas of ‘modernity’.
Chapter 1 of this book amply illustrates the close affinity of development discourse
to matters of modernity and modernisation. Second, it has been heavily influenced
by the successive re-thinking of policy options from within international
development agencies. Hence, its meaning has shifted in accordance with the
different points of view of the global experts and bureaucrats involved. This process
has tended to promote homogeneous models for Third World change from a
Western optic. This modelling becomes significant because it entails a penmanship
concerning how to describe and analyse processes of modernisation using language
representations and strategies generated by these decision-makers themselves.

Third, it is used as a political/pragmatic term which serves to make people aware
of the ambiguity of the processes of intervention. Recent studies have shown



development processes to be far more complicated and fragmented events than
earlier work unveiled. For example, for an engineer to bring modernity into a
locality is not an easy task. It requires disciplining people, creating an exploitable
labour force, and introducing Westernised life styles, a process that encounters
resistance, struggles and many unintended consequences. Indeed, there is a rich
vocabulary of political solutions and action programmes which attempt to shift the
debate about development towards emancipatory goals, ‘bottom-up’ participation,
and gender and local knowledge sensitive dimensions. This range of views and
commitments suggests that development situations should be assessed for their
ambiguities and in order to identify the space for change. From this practical
perspective the language of development defines the sites of struggle and the
supposed ‘stakeholders’ involved.

Both the intellectual and political representations of Western modernity outline
not only a cartography of authority and power, but aim to show how it actually
works, who shapes it, under what circumstances, and how it might be related to
local cosmologies of progress or the composition of modernity. In this chapter I
will argue that it is possible to see and understand locally-situated experiences of
modernity as controversial and contested processes that are embedded in
continuities and change. In this way, not only global decision-makers and
development activists, but also local actors reposition themselves vis-à-vis the state,
markets, international policies, nature and culture. Given the multivocality of the
concept of development, which has not yet reached saturation point, it is unlikely
that the concept will disappear from our vocabulary.

The language of development then is a combined set of linguistic representations
and linguistic constructions of how to relate ‘problems’ to ‘solutions’. It is a certain
way of framing problems, attributing essences, and finding solutions based on the
objectivisation of what constitutes development. This linguistic set operates against
a background of human activities organised through policy actions, technologies
and the deployment of specific language strategies. Hence, we need to study how
people practise the language of development and experience its associated
constructions.

The chapter argues that the language of development frames our understanding
of contemporary ‘problems’. This practice of framing issues is Janus faced: on the
one hand it creates judgemental statements concerning how people ought to
translate the language of institutional development; on the other, it broadens our
capacity to visualise human activities beyond these judgemental statements (cf.
Dilley 1992). The chapter also explores how different facets of development
language are organised and governed by people’s existing practices.

The language of development, representations and
international institutions

In the language of development, the authoritative statements of international
developmental organisations such as the IMF and the World Bank are extremely
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important in representing societies and development priorities. Furthermore, it is
the habit of these international organisations to use the linguistic representations
of development to construct a meaningful discourse in which experts can identify
and isolate a quantifiable number of development issues.

Ideas such as the efficiency of free markets to allocate resources, or views that
see market-oriented economic policies as a contribution to good government and
political accountability, have the capacity to connect development indicators or
variables to a physical description of development problems and failures.
Consequently, their way of representing problems, options and solutions eventually
results in a meeting point of a range of ordering influences whose intentionalities
can only be observed in the way that policies are constructed. This linguistic activity
corresponds to a political evaluation and judgement of the existing stock of
knowledge and balance of power among diverse social and political interests
shaping development agendas. In this manner, linguistic representations from
international institutions can become a political instrument which contributes to
the maintenance of an international political order and establishment, within a well
defined administrative sphere of agency influences (see Corbridge 1992).

In short, linguistic representations are essentially formal and normative in
character, and their sanctity usually culminates in the formulation of an
authoritative document or a ‘new policy’. Such policy does not fully describe the
‘development realities’, nor take account of people’s experiences of change or their
coping strategies, but instead reconstitutes fragmented representations into
simulation models of ‘progress’ and economic growth. Wrapped up in a
technological and detached universal vocabulary, these representations divert
attention from the fact that a language of development should address actors’
political, economic and social practices and knowledge construction processes.

The formulation of a global development language constitutes a field of
representation where a diversity of actors who are politically and administratively
co-ordinated by an authority, participate in identifying and presenting a problem.
They represent people and issues in their institutional search for finding solutions.
This pragmatic use of language tends to close or curtail political and cultural debates
very effectively. It is the authority of these institutions which defines the form and
content of the language of development. This becomes an international pattern of
ordering, that is usually concerned with institutional actors who draw images from
their development policy universe, and who share a common identity or interest
with the international agencies. These international institutional actors ‘transact’
representations and images with each other, exchange resources and balance
political games in order to enhance and optimise their mutual relationships (Wright
1988). Using linguistic devices and mapping their interactions, these expert actors
build realities in which international agencies impose their presence. With time
this distinctiveness of the institution and experts interacting with local actors comes
to compose a ‘policy community’ (Arce & Mitra 1991) which is organised around
the understandings that members of the community attach to the linguistic
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representations which flow within the network. This constructs the consistency
and technical operationability of the specific language of development.

When considering these issues, one could not do better than refer to Franz von
Benda-Beckmann’s (1994) interesting paper on the linkages between good
governance and economic development. Benda-Beckmann provides a detailed
analysis of the genealogy of discussions on good governance tied to the human
rights situation of recipient countries, which has led to the imposition of legal
constraints under which the World Bank and the International Bank for
Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) were expected to operate from the
1960s. Furthermore, loan applications for developing countries stipulated that they
had to adhere to strict economic considerations. He illustrates how some of these
debates created tension between the UN and the World Bank on development
policy, particularly with respect to the cases of South Africa and Portugal. Here
we see the importance of discontinuities in interests at the level of international
institutions and we learn about the nature of these conflicts, their representations
and interactions.

The question of conflict is close to the central problem of how to represent
development issues. It was perhaps as a result of the different views on human rights
and the conflicts that ensued, that the incorporation of the environmental factor
was facilitated in the mid–1980s. According to Benda-Beckmann, it was only in
1990 that the World Bank finally recognised that ‘internal or external political
events’ due to their ‘economic nature, may properly be taken into consideration
in the Bank’s decisions’ (1994:4, see also Peet & Watts 1993:231–2). Political
considerations were no longer perceived as factors external to economics, implying
that the spheres of economy and good governance were connected through law.
Benda-Beckmann sees in this modification the new international guideline for
legislative, administrative and judicial practices. From our point of view, this
process represents a clear linguistic shift by the Bank to argue that these conditions
could provide the perfect competitive environment required for economic
development. Thus the linguistic strategies governing the language of economic
development permeate and construct the intentional aims of development.

Benda-Beckmann suggests that this statement of principles—or linguistic shift—
had wider political implications. The World Bank immediately tried to neutralise
the practical implications of the linkage that was made between economics and
politics. This institutional action to restore ‘normality’ was made by Vice-President
Shihata who asserted that ‘governance becomes an issue to the Bank only in its
strict sense of the good order required for a positive investment climate and the
efficient use of resources’. In effect, he himself posited an institutional discourse to
mark out the complex map of linguistic rules and practices within which the World
Bank would operate.

While accepting that some economic considerations may have political origins,
the Vice-President saw his main task as that of closing off the process of
interpretation and empathy with the political issues of Third World societies.
Moreover, he provided a clear institutional meaning to the word ‘politics’ insofar
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as he understood politics to be a factor subject to prediction and control for
economic investment. The representation of development was no longer in need
of further political interpretation.

The sorts of linguistic shifts described above have been called by Peet & Watts
(1993) the cartography of development discourses. That is, the way in which an
international institution is able ‘to rewrite history to suit the Bank’s own ideological
purpose, its unwillingness to assume accountability for past activities’ (Peet & Watts
1993:231). I wish to expand upon this interesting idea by suggesting that the power
of the cartography of discourses rests not only in the ability to re-write history, but
in the capacity to draw contemporary linguistic maps. The strength of development
discourse lies in the way that institutional authorities speak of ‘certainties’, and
effectively represent these certainties in linguistic reference maps of reality, Hence
the question that arises here is, do we need to accept these linguistic maps as the
only acceptable representation of knowledge and belief in navigating safely from
A to B?

The significance of the language of development as a
representational field

The meanings and intentionalities of policies are expressed through words, and
words are located in the language of the institution, and become used to accomplish
technical tasks. My concern here is with the process of intervening in the ordering
of the use of knowledge. There is no knowledge outside language representations.
The authority of representation from Vice-President Shihata’s discourse was his
‘new’ notion of politics. This drew my attention to the specific value of studying
linguistic constructions of development as a significant field for understanding
phenomena arising from the contestation of different socio-political development
discourses, and how these discourses are integrated within an institution such as
the World Bank, whose international authority and credibility is clearly situated in
relation to ‘other’ socio-political discourses. This is to suggest that the language of
development provides a significant basis on which to map out political intervention,
it gives depth to the organising make-up of international institutions and extends
the domain of these ‘institutional’ cultures to the specific regulation of the globe.

The World Bank desk dealing with Africa gives particular meaning to the
language of Vice-President Shihata and extends the domain of ‘good governance’
to ‘the field’ in a direction that will not be entirely dominated by the forces of
capital and financial control, but also by the network of individuals operating in
the specific geographical area. What does demand further discussion is whether
these ‘new’ languages of development simply reflect the existing geo-
representational divisions and their cultural spheres of influence. Do the interests
of the University of Chicago, Cambridge or Wageningen and their graduates
necessarily collude with the hegemonic role of the West as a power bloc? Is the
language of the World Bank merely another device to construct representations of
Third World countries—a device that reinforces its own organising practices and
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uses of knowledge? It is here that the cartography of discourses can help us to
identify forms of linguistic representation and the extent to which they produce
rather than reflect their objects of intervention. In our example, the discourse
constructed jointly by Vice-President Shihata and the international institution
becomes an important part of the interpretive framework of normative
development used to tame political factors. As Benda-Beckmann argues for the
World Bank, ‘economic, political and legal factors are not of equal value’, therefore,
through the discourse of good governance, politics and law have been made the
subjects of economics (see Stirrat 1992).

The normative form through which the representations and constructions of the
international language of development are organised reveals the preeminent use of
abstract representations for enquiry and explanation. But then, what is the point
of using these abstract representations? Abstract representations are used to remove
‘local’ institutional or political distortions from the language of development. The
entire exercise is to construct an objectifying optic, that comes to resemble nothing
more than a ‘neutral’ engineer’s tool-kit in which reality is presented as predictable
and subject to control. These abstract representations construct development issues
as universals. In so doing development issues are presented as ‘material’, ‘real’ and
with an ‘objective’ consistency that exists externally and independent from people
or their construction of localities. Since these abstract representations do not take
into consideration people’s experiences, any institutional use of the language of
development will run into trouble because in practice these abstract representations
have to operate against a background of local human activities. It is not surprising
then that international experts always encounter difficulties in controlling the
meanings that local people attribute to the global distribution of development
idioms.

Unlike other ways of ordering,3 these abstract representations of development
meticulously attribute a version of agency that removes the debate away from
substantial issues—‘matters of good governance as accountability, rule of law,
participation, human rights or democratisation. Their primary concern is with the
reconstruction of the economy, in which legal and administrative elements become
subordinated to economics’ (Benda-Beckmann 1994:2). We cannot make heard
our voices on issues, such as ‘corruption, legal insecurity, or violation of human
rights’. Thus Benda-Beckmann suggests that ‘in development then our focus of
attention should be on bad rather than good governance’ (1994:2). But our
representations of development should also include counter-tendencies of
development. By implication policy formulation should be part of the images and
representations that constitute the social world of development as well as the nature
of how and who is selecting the issues of international development policy. So far,
the exclusion (censorship) of development counter-tendencies and their risks is
made a part of a normative condition in the language of development. This
systematically generates ignorance through the attribution of authority and power
to the performance of international experts as centres of representation.
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World Bank officials are skilled language users and their skills are directed
towards creating ‘a wider berth for pragmatic manoeuvring within the legally
constrained sphere of its activities’ (Benda-Beckmann 1994:6). Their language
usually seeks to overcome differences within the complex field of policy
formulation. The abstract representational use of concepts like economics,
objectivity and neutrality, underlines an image of development as something
concerned with technical considerations alone. The globalisation of the language
of development legitimises abstract normative and accepted social order
representations of values and beliefs. However, the practical domain of policy,
which generates confrontations, collaborations and participation among different
social actors, constitutes the social and linguistic field that gives form to operational
policy. This provides scope for linguistic strategies and actions by actors and groups
lower down the policy chain or network.

While the abstract representations and the normative character of such language
provides a degree of authority to the image of experts influencing social change,
the fact remains that they are far removed from the demands and life-worlds of the
recipients of development programmes. Nevertheless, these intended beneficiaries
are active actors who maintain their own interests, resources and power, and who
play an important role in representing their own demands and practices. This
cacophony between expert and beneficiaries reflects the tendency towards a sectoral
and contested linguistic encounter. This interface usually encapsulates more than
one single set of representations, activities and accounts, and ultimately local actors
try to keep control over their local decision-making processes, whilst attempting
to get the maximum benefit from national and international development policies.

At the level of international institutions, certain policies are preferred over others,
not simply in the use or misuse of rational linguistic objectification of Third World
problems (see Lefwich 1994), but because some are more visible than others. The
formulation and representation of what might be called ‘transcendental’
development activities are significant in attributing social and economic motives
to people. At this stage of the argument, I want to suggest that the policy language
of international institutions affects the direction, efficiency and regulation of local
development processes through the attribution of certain meanings to people and
their behaviour. This introduces dissonance in ongoing local political activity and
undermines the position of local knowledge as a means of enunciating people’s
narratives of the present.

Development practice is not just a parenthesis of normative linguistic
constructions—the language of development cannot stop or control actors’ actions
—but it does provide selected, and not necessarily correct, information, data,
images, representations, idioms and interpretation of the development issues. It
permits and legitimises the activity of international policy makers to misrepresent
local ‘realities’, the agency of people and their effect on the production of identities
and subjectivities in processes of development.
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An encounter with the contemporary language of
development: Latin American experiences

Interlude

In considering the language of development as an important representational field,
priority must be given to locally situated languages. This is significant in order to
define the role of representing problems and substantial issues in the field of
development studies. We will present, in this section, local languages of
development. These linguistic constructions are described and analysed in the
context of their occurrence as situated and located representations, whose precise
nature make sense to both actors and the ethnographer alike in terms of the social
action these descriptions have promoted. In this sense, speechacts of the language
of development are mainly concerned with the performance of actions of various
kinds. What we need to explore is how actors make intentional use of notions such
as ‘market-led’ development, ‘free enterprise’, ‘opening up national markets’,
‘competition’, ‘privatisation’, ‘liberalising resources’ and ‘global marketing’ (see
Arce 1990, Arce & Marsden 1993, Arce & Fisher 1997, 1998).

The language of development is misunderstood if it is simply treated as a static
framework broadcasting and receiving cryptic messages from institutions and
representatives of the world of development. The language of development should
be seen as a field generating interfaces within the processes of social change in at
least three ways. First, it is a field of reflexivity in which many of the contemporary
perceptions about modernities feed back into the re-organisation of production,
consumption and life style. Second, it is available for use as an acceptable linguistic
device to legitimise the representations and technical and political constructions
which make up the social dimensions of development. Finally, it mediates the field
of social change by becoming its linguistic image.

We can take as an example the contemporary languages of development in Latin
America, which represent the material and cultural conditions of existing notions
of progress. Market-led development is organised and at the same time has been
organised by actors following others’ experiences and images of modernity. We
must also recognise that the language of market-led development has been able to
generate some local representations and metaphors to question the traditional
sphere of action of the state. At best this leads to a ‘language of dissonance’ between
and within actors and between and within national and international institutions,
creating differential room for particular performances and argumentations within
the language of development. The latter have a direct bearing on different
dimensions and interpretations about the transferability and replicability of market
representations.

The experience of modernities has somehow become separated from everyday
life. Global market representations do not take into consideration the human price
actors have to pay in order to become successful in the world market. Usually the
language of development is presented as an abstraction that reduces and masks the
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paradoxical character of life to some facts, agendas for action and private
experiences. ‘In the past we used to have time, but we did not have information
and proper organisation to establish our businesses’ said the young corporate
manager of a recently created foreign trade section in one of the most traditional
agricultural companies in Santiago, Chile. ‘Today we have to live by cellular phone
and we have to be ready to react. Markets can fluctuate at any time’. This thirty-
year-old executive’s fetishes include fast communication and computer technology,
which he describes as the ‘technological development’ that gives him knowledge
and power to negotiate vis-à-vis other actors in the international market. This
representation of the market provides us with the possibility of treating this type
of actors’ agency as a hologram of the corporate organisation.4

These cultural dimensions of the official language of development are often
ignored or presented only as side-effects of the seemingly more important process
of capital accumulation. Usually, stress is placed on the production and distribution
processes that take place on a global scale, including countries like Chile. This
linguistic strategy contributes to constructing an image of constant economic
progress, as an essential idiom in the successful representation of development. But
let us pause for a moment: perhaps the economic ‘miracle’ of Chile is just a
metaphor that can be de-constructed through the political contents of the thinking
and positioning of a Chilean corporate manager. Indeed, when this manager speaks
and enacts the language of computers, inter-continental communications and
global free markets, he is referring to a pattern of organisation that is not purely
natural, organic, technical or textual, but a combination of all of these and which
has the potential to control people and resources on a global scale. In his language,
the nature of social relations, politics, environment, and issues of social justice are
seldom mentioned specifically, but instead disappear in the diffusion of a general
representation. That is, the social circumstances of the emergence of local identities
are treated very much as part of a cognitive cartography of globalisation. His
language of life is organised privately and his agency becomes visible and
interpretable only through the inscriptions read with difficulty by the ethnographer
from technical devices. At this point one begins to think about how this actor
visualises his subjectivity in the image of the computers, constant information and
cellular phones.

Returning to reflect on the contemporary language of
development

The corollary is that we have paid too much attention to the linguistic set, which
refers to economics and the market, and because of this we are missing out on the
greater interaction, that which occurs between the natural, the organic, the
technical and the textual. In the Chilean case it is the interaction between
computers and people that gives rise to the greatest forces reshaping society and
life. Although I am aware that neither the Chilean corporate manager’s world-view
nor the use of signs can call the tune of cultural complexity alone (Hannerz 1992),
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information and communication are ordering Chilean society to the extent that
the idiom of computers, although abstract and universal, has much to do with a
representation of the market as ‘virtual reality.5 In this new social construction of
reality the manipulation of a view that, apparently, removes distortions from the
‘real market’ or considerations of the beneficial role of ‘state intervention’, is
superseded. Instead new knowledge and power configurations are seen to result
from the interaction between humans, nature and machines. This leads us to rethink
the nature of social relationships at a point characterised by a sea change in technical
and human capacities and aspirations. Our concern is to further these lines of
thinking and analysis in order to add new insights into the transformative processes
of multiple modernities shaping contemporary Third World scenarios.

Two brief ethnographic readings

Digital information and global traders in Chile

During a recent stay in Chile6 I visited one of the oldest agricultural companies.
Six experts in international trade were each introduced to me, first by their
commodity specialisations and only later by their names. Immediately afterwards
an apology was made, because they were busy concluding some business deal with
Argentina and Peru and were therefore unable to give me their attention.

My host went on to say: ‘Perhaps what is important for you is to see us in action
rather than us telling you about our work. This, we call a commodity desk, where
we are concerned with beans, raisins, and onions. To organise our trade we have
these [four] computer terminals on this desk. One is connected to the commodity
markets in the US. Another one gives us the transactions taking place in Chile and
the names of the suppliers, and we also know with whom he is trading. That one
over there [monitor] gives us the maximum and minimum price at which we can
buy and sell. That other monitor provides us with information about the products
we still have in our stores’. He addresses the other person opposite him. ‘Are you
already in contact with Argentina?’ The answer was ‘Yes’. Taking the phone, he
said to me, ‘You must listen now’. ‘OK, do you need more beans there?…. Yes,
could you please double the quantity of beans you sent me?…. Here the price is
improving because the season is starting…. OK, we will do that tomorrow’. Then
he explained to me that the company has brokers in Argentina, because the
Argentinian market is unreliable. ‘The buyers never pay, therefore we have to
control the brokers with instructions, information and prices from Santiago’. He
continued: ‘Five years ago we did not know the international market, so I went
from country to country in Latin America with a suitcase and some ideas. I got
information about the market and created a network of brokers and possible clients.
To maintain these people in our network we need good and fast communications.
In this office we spend a large amount of money on telephone accounts, it is the
item to which we devote most of our resources’.
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I drank my coffee and then said: ‘I guess nowadays with all this technology it
isn’t important to personally know the person with whom you are trading’? He
replied, ‘On the contrary, although these communications are very powerful it is
essential to know the other person well, otherwise you lack the element of trust’.
I was surprised with this answer since so much of their business depended on
computer-mediated knowledge.

Concurrently, there was a transaction going on with Peru. The person was
negotiating a cargo of beans and the price was being settled over the telephone.
The Peruvian trader was bargaining for a higher price, arguing that another trader
was offering him a better price for the beans. The answer was clear: ‘Yes, we know
that “El Chino” sent beans to Peru last week but the price is not the one you are
quoting’. There was silence on the other end of the line, followed by a brief
negotiation over the price and the contract was closed.

The person in charge of the desk said to me: ‘This deal was closed well above
the minimum price, so that we will get a nice premium’. Then he adds, ‘This is
the power of communication, this is why we can control the market in Latin
America. Ten years ago we did not have the technology, though we had a quiet
life. The market has forced Chileans to modernise and we have become more
efficient’.

The above observations support the view that cellular telephones, computers
and commodities destined for the global market have brought about a whole new
set of images, representations and subjectivities in Chile. New social relationships
emerge as Chileans extract information and capitalise on the market. It is important
to observe that they have been able to store information and encompass new
techniques to organise through use of modern technology. This practice has
constructed an instrumental language of development and power. It has led to a
specific style of performance reaffirming the self-confidence and identity of Chilean
entrepreneurs vis-à-vis the organisation of the market and its actors in Argentina,
Peru and Japan. A new panorama unfolded in front of my eyes to reveal how
ordering practices based on distant market control, fast communication and digital
information have permeated actors’ daily organisational practices and activities.
Their agency has been configured by their interest and use of the ‘perfect world’
of computers. For these global traders fast translation of economic inscriptions and
quick dissemination of information have become the object of knowledge and the
only means to evaluate their performance in the ‘virtual market’.

In Latin America the experience of modernity and the attainment of
development has been possible in diverse ways, usually independent of the scientific
control of experts and legislators. In contrast to Chile, in countries such as
Colombia and Bolivia, we witness development processes that are not ‘officially
recognised’, escape official statistics, and centre on the production of narcotics.
Although defined in official discourses as ‘illegal’, such processes of modernisation
can also be framed within the West’s project of instrumental reason. A diversity of
modernisations has brought different ways of experiencing science and
technologies in Latin America. They have become deeply incorporated into the
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life experiences of local people during the period of market-led development and
generate new relations between nature, culture and technology. Moreover, the
right to achieve local ‘modernisation’ has become the battlefield of experts, since
local people are deploying practices and effecting local economic transformations
of a scope not previously observed. These local practices express the emergence of
diversity, choices and the performances of ‘new’ actors.

Today, actors are left to shape the material and immaterial conditions of social
development. Representations and practices connected to neo-liberal policies
provide significant clues as to how linguistic constructions can contribute to
processes of ordering the world. The establishment of market representations, like
other forms of representation, operates against a background of people’s own
strategies. In this sense, local political economies link human activity, capital and
nature in specific forms.

These combinations have resulted in the generation of certain economic
activities that have transgressed the ‘legitimate’ nature of the market. In this vein,
different representations of the market and modernities are fought out locally. For
example, the Colombian cartel in Medellin has established a language of
development based on local drug production and a global distribution of these
illegal commodities. In contrast, the USAID ‘alternative’ language of development
for Bolivia has been based on the criminalisation of the production of coca leaves
and its necessary substitution by other ‘legal’ crops. In this way the contemporary
language of development has constructed new productive activities which have
became a battleground in the attempt to manage the introduction of different
modernities into local worlds, people’s subjectivities and identities. All these
transformations have changed the existing relations between society, technology
and markets. Viewed in this way modernity is salient in present day ‘Third World’
scenarios, where globalisation and the language of development are part and parcel
of the application of instrumental human rationalities.

The virtual reality market in Chile is an initial starting point for a ‘new’ language
of development. This represents a technological mode of innovation and a local
view of the world that has internalised, mediated and naturalised the technology
of the moment. Here modernity has come to be explained in ways that reinforce
the idioms of techno-science and that make existing social practices efficient,
rational and legitimate. This is a commonsense language that anticipates some of
science’s conceptions of how to develop the world. In fact, the institutional
language of development is in a semantic crisis when it is contextualised, because
it does not contain enough situated knowledge or information to read the diverse
working arrangements of life and technoscience.

Illegal crops in an age of global consumption

In Bolivia during the mid–1970s, a huge wave of people migrated to the Chapare
region, a process which coincided with an increase in the cultivation of coca leaves
(see Flores & Blandes 1984). Since this cultivation was linked to the global narco-
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traffic network, the region became more dependent on responding to the forces
of supply and demand that emanated from the international market. It is no
exaggeration to suggest that market-led development has been extremely effective
in generating the production of illegal crops in Bolivia. Coca leaves have now
become the economic icon that links local producers, entrepreneurs and an ever-
increasing market of consumers of illegal substances in the United States and
Europe.

The preconditions for the development of coca production are related to a
general deterioration in the Bolivian economy during the 1980s. Policies that tried
to bring the large national debt into balance consumed nearly 30 per cent of total
export earnings in 1985. The programme of macroeconomic stabilisation aimed
to improve economic efficiency but in practice disintegrated the Bolivian tin
industry, which declined 30 per cent between 1980 and 1984. Furthermore, the
general breakdown of the formal economy, coupled with a programme of austerity
cutbacks in state activities and services, created favourable conditions for the
development of an informal economy which engaged a great number of people
seeking to secure a meagre livelihood. Coca leaf and cocaine production fitted
perfectly into informal sector activities (see Laserna 1985).

Coca leaf production has become concentrated in the Chapare region of Bolivia.
This region is a ‘new’ sourcing area for coca leaves and it is estimated that 80 per
cent of the total Bolivian coca production originates from this region. Government
sources acknowledge that 90 per cent of the coca cultivated in Chapare ends up as
the raw material for cocaine production (Lohman 1992). Since 1985, the Chapare
region has become the target for the drug eradication policy. Local Chapare farmers
protest against the way the Bolivian government and the external US ‘war against
drugs’ are intervening in their region. It is possible to identify militarisation,
violation of human rights, and so-called ‘alternative’ development as the trilogy
pitted against local coca farmers.

Local coca farmers disagree with the criminalisation of their crop practices, since
for them coca production is part of their cultural heritage, and presently constitutes
the only profitable crop on which producers can build their regional livelihoods
and political identities (see Schoute 1994; Berger 1997). The unwillingness of local
producers to give up their coca bushes is based on the fact that coca leaves remain
the main income-generating crop. There are guaranteed legal and illegal markets
and the yields are reliable in comparison with other crops, such as citrus, pineapples
and other tropical fruits. In this region, the language of development has
concentrated its effort on decriminalising agriculture. Diversification of agriculture,
credit, financial support, the organisation of an agro-industry based on tropical
products, the construction of roads and the development of commerce are some
of the programmes which have had only relative success in the Chapare region.

The language of development aims to transform Chapare farmers into the objects
of development instead of seeing them as co-participants in the process of social
change. In this, certain linguistic redefinitions of farmers’ biographies and life
histories have been manipulated by the government. In practice this means a

ALBERTO ARCE 43



displacement of the farmers’ power and identity. The eradication of coca has
become an abstract linguistic representation for development programmes in the
Chapare region. A recent alternative for the region sees agro-industry as the magic
recipe for curtailing the cultivation of illegal crops. Potential private investors are
represented as embodying the solution to the problem of coca production. They
are presented as agents who are able to stimulate a different economy based on the
cultivation of pineapple, pepper, maracuya, bananas and palmitos. Private
investment is seen as the solid backbone of a regional agro-industry. In building
this representation, the Bolivian agency for alternative development and USAID
(Rasnake & Painter 1989) are attempting to clean up and legalise local markets
through replacing illegal crops with legal ones.

The picture of private investors is set against the background of a tropical region
presented as consistently developed and expanded in terms of infrastructure. The
physical space of the Chapare region is marketed to potential investors in
promotional films as having drinking water, electricity, roads, airports and a strong
local culture which respects private property. What this representation does not
express is the fact that much of this development and these images of progress have
been both the direct and indirect outcome of the production of coca leaves for
narcotic global networks. In addition to this agro-export linguistic idiom, there are
other competing idioms seeking to find alternatives to coca production. One of
these advocates the transformation of the whole region into an area for tropical
eco-tourism, directed at environmentalist and adventure tourists from the
Northern industrialised societies. A second alternative is more radical than the other
two and is designated in the language of development as a ‘zero option’. This
proposes that the Bolivian government should buy out all farmers and turn the
whole region into a national park for conservation purposes.

All the above proposals try to deal with farmers’ activities and commitments,
and insofar as this is the case, there is a rhetorical intention to address local issues
of development. In fact, these are political-cum-linguistic attempts to control the
escalating issue of the influence of coca leaf production in Bolivia. Very rapidly
this has become the issue that has risen to the top of the development agenda in
recent years (see Leons & Sanabria 1997). Unlike the case of Chile, Bolivian
authorities and development experts have focused their fight for the control of the
Chapare region on the technical development of monocultures directed towards
international markets. Despite the symbolic value of development with the
introduction of ‘new technologies’, the radical substitution of coca leaf production
is seen by local farmers as a threat to Bolivian sovereignty. Such grassroots
opposition to development programmes has generated institutional national and
international dissatisfaction with Chapare farmers. American officials usually voice
serious objections to Chapare farmer associations. They argue that local farmers are
merely justifying the political existence of the global narco-traffic network. Further
pressure has come from the Bolivian state whose powerful militarisation of the issue
has been critically viewed at international level because of its failure to make any
commitments to protect human rights. So far, the Bolivian state has resisted external
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pressures in this direction. On the other hand, it has accepted American political
and economic influences for greater co-ordinated unity against illegal crops.

Chapare farmers who reject development programmes are represented in the
language of development as passive and therefore without any intention to legalise
their agro-production practices (Jones 1991). These programmes do not
acknowledge that farmers have recent experience of the high financial costs
associated with changing crops as well as the personal costs involved in relation to
macro-economic adjustment policies. In general it is possible to suggest that the
language of technological development is formulated and implemented with little
or no regard for local producers’ participation.

Farmers complain that in meetings with development experts they are
outnumbered by government and development officials and that in the end local
initiatives are always ignored. This reached a point where a group of farmers began
to accumulate their own collection of data and facts in order to generate what they
wanted to define as their representation of ‘reality’. The farmers do not trust the
way they are represented in the official language of development (Schoute 1994:
94). These kinds of situations illustrate the existing gap in language between farmers
and development experts in the Chapare region.

Chapare coca farmers present themselves as taking a stance against eradication
policies; they do not hold that eradication can contribute to local development. In
their locally situated language they do not perceive themselves as accountable or
dependent on the drug barons of the cocaine industry, instead they locate
themselves as innocent and the narcotic problem as a responsibility of Western
culture and the existing global commodity market. In local language, Chapare
production of coca is not synonymous with drug trafficking. For local people coca
is a valuable and important commodity that allows them to sustain a diversified
cropping system that includes manioc, corn, fruit and a few animals. Although the
non-coca farming activities occupy a large amount of land and labour, it is the cash
crop of coca which provides them with an income to cover the farmers’ basic
consumption requirements and capitalise within the household.

Social and political contradictions in the Chapare region provide us with a
different local representation of the presence of the Third World in the language
of development. In this, local farmers achieve a degree of economic progress and
political voice through the production of an illegal crop. In so doing they reshape
the local mediations of people to the Chapare tropics, global markets and the nation-
state in a way that makes the established insights of development studies no longer
adequate. The difference between macro-economic language in Bolivia and the
local political language of the Chapare farmers, needs consideration. As some argue,
the local appropriation of modern technology is resulting in the creation of ‘new’
ethno-scenarios of commodity production. Chapare farmers in their own language
and representations are negotiating their linkage to the nation-state as citizens, as
well as positioning themselves within the global network of narcotics. This is
accomplished through aggressive technological modernisation of farming practices
coupled with new ways of using existing political and cultural language. From a
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development perspective this local situation is problematic, because through their
practices local farmers are decentering the legality of the Western institutional
language of development. Instead they are constructing a language that combines
the use of traditional ‘idioms’ coupled with the ‘need’ to exploit the opportunities
that are offered by the global market. Local farmers want to be politically respected
in their local translations of the signs and codes coming from the macro-economic
language of structural adjustment. They care about themselves and the language
that should be used in an era of post-project development consensus.

The appearance of illegal crops as global commodities calls for ethnographic
studies to examine how local people embody and perform their practices in the
context of social change and representations of modernity. The study of the
language of development should focus on the use of linguistic representations,
researching the distribution of cultural complexity and the social contestations that
are set in motion by the social life of commodities. It is an important task to ask
what are the major sites of ethnographic production where significant development
representations are generated as counter-tendencies to the international language
of development. Ethnographers should not allow a case like Bolivia to become
divorced from the links with the abstract language and practices of international
development. It is cases like Bolivia that reveal so dramatically the effects and
importance of globalising processes.

The fact is we are moving to a turning point where the re-positioning of the
individual economic subject has dramatically shifted the boundaries of ‘legal-
responsibilities’ to a series of ‘post-privatised’ regimes of experience where novel
linkages between local knowledge, technology, nature, markets and violence have
re-generated the economic agency of actors. We need to study whether the
tendencies and counter-tendencies of development and modernity are global
processes that are locally mediated, or whether they are simply specific local
manifestations of more global social change. We need to theorise a vision of
contingency in relation to languages of development, especially when people’s
performance and practices are a constant result of the interactions between distant
and local worlds of knowledge, information and linguistic representations.

Conclusion

As we have demonstrated through the use of Latin American examples, actors’
practices that engage with global modernities are much more complex than
economic decision-making in isolation. Actors’ recognition of the relevance of
chemical and electronic devices, such as computers in Chile or the properties of
sulphuric acid as used in cocaine production in Bolivia, prompts an increasing
awareness of the role of these devices as the main actants in processes of economic
development. Thanks to the labours of modernisation programmes in reviving the
broad economic literature on market-led development and its distribution through
the developing world, a new appreciation of the mediation of industrialised
consumer demands is apparently taking place among Third World producers.
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Production in Third World countries has actually meant a fusion of horizons that
are increasingly removed from the production of commodities in everyday life and
needs. Neo-liberal commodities have acquired an esoteric quality quite different
from commodities produced in ‘classical’ industrial times. Looking back in history,
it seems that ‘new’ commodities possess a value not because of their objective
qualities or style, but simply because they embody status and identity inscriptions.
Now products become new and sought after because of what is inscribed within
them, that is, because of the language of the market-in-itself.

Actors in the Chilean and Bolivian cases have created spaces within the language
of development. Their experiences cannot be reduced to an abstraction within a
main or hegemonic development discourse. Their diverse practices and images of
modernity are differential responses to normative and abstract representations of
universal free market development, and to the spread of an idea that is global in
nature, but locally situated in terms of the attribution of meanings. In other words,
the language of market-led development can be constructed and de-constructed
in different language terms, which are difficult to assess in terms of any
‘standardisation’ of what constitutes modern values. This modern relativism of
development discourse means that language representations generate alternative
economic and political constructions where logic, private experiences and disputes
describe and define the character of the battlefield and the struggle between
different actors.

These processes can only properly be studied through close up ethnography of
actors’ practices and their use of language strategies to achieve their own private
objectives and interests. Hence, any critical analysis of the language of development
should concentrate on a study of the diverse discursive manifestations of ‘modern
reason’ by ‘modern actors’, together with how instrumental reason is used to
legitimise new linkages that connect local knowledge, technology, nature, markets,
violence, authority, and power in emerging global modernities.

In the period of market-led language, the ordering processes of practical
connections between bureaucrats, ‘new’ macro-economic contexts, computers,
privatisation schemes and the cultivation of illegal crops, amongst other linkages,
are related to different re-constructions of the relationship between state and
society. This is a locally situated process that in itself is an outcome of global neo-
liberal language, practice and ongoing development processes in a phase of
economic liberalisation. Economic liberalisation has promoted new interactions
between humans, nature, technologies, markets and various forms of conflict and
violence, and these constitute the new parameters of global modernities. Processes
of commoditisation are certainly present but in different forms and with more
diverse meanings than previously. These meanings are part and parcel of socially
constructed processes, whereby different local languages legitimise modernity. At
the same time, they are a dimension of the agent’s self-identification with a diversity
of values and inscriptions, that are in turn manifestations of contested power within
the language of the market itself. These actors are not global statistics or puppets
that can be reduced to a technical understanding of the international division of
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labour, or to the global logic of the IMF and World Bank structural adjustment
conditionalities. To understand the significance of the languages of development
we must look at both the complicity and activities of international institutions as
well as how local actors contribute to the elaboration of global modernities.

This chapter has been devoted to discussing the language of development as a
representational field in which the meaning and intentionalities of development
policies can be approached, observed and analysed. It is not a neutral or innocent
excursion into the topic of international development institutions, their linguistic
strategies and local situated outcomes. This line of analysis continues in the tradition
of previous contributions in this field (Apthorpe 1984; Wood 1985; Arce & Long
1987; Ferguson 1990; Long & Long 1992; de Vries 1992; Arce 1993; Hobart 1993;
and Peet & Watts 1993). In its own way each of these contributions has dealt with
issues of language, practices, knowledge and to a lesser extent representations.
Nevertheless, all have contributed to demythologising the meta-theoretical
languages of development (modernisation, dependency and institutional theories).
A major implication of this tradition in development studies has been a
reconsideration of the distribution of meaning through the study of development
practices while focusing on issues of power.

The era of globalisation calls for a focus on diverse language representations such
as progress, rationality and development. Representations stemming from
international institutions aim to regulate or stifle differential actor responses in local
practices, principally in order to control the processes of development. In an
attempt to explore some of these dimensions, I have stressed the need for a
sociology of development and a politics of social change that address the language
cartography of intervention policies and their outcomes. In short, I argue that a
sociological perspective on knowledge, authority and power should not merely
rediscover diversity, but rethink the whole issue of the distribution of meaning,
externalisation of the idioms of modernity, and the representations and counter-
representations of development intervention. It follows that any rethinking of
intervention will have to engage with the question of whether or not development
interventions should regulate or create diversity, and seek the active presence of
Third World actors in creating global modernities.

Notes

1 A preliminary version of this paper was presented in Berkeley, California, at the
Workshop Languages of Development in October 1994. Since then, this paper has
evolved into its present form. During the process of the paper’s mutation, I received
support from my departmental colleagues. I want to thank them for their help. I want
to extend a special word of thanks to Eleanor Fisher of the University of Wales,
Swansea, who read and commented extensively and so critically on this paper. She
helped me to clarify my thoughts and made valuable comments analytically and
provided me with editorial advice. I found this extremely supportive and stimulating,
she constructed a friendly environment in which I could finally finish this paper.
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2 Here, I draw upon John Law’s (1994) characterisation of ‘modes of ordering’ as
strategies or modes of recursion that depend upon representation. Ordering ‘depends,
that is, on how it is that agents represent both themselves, and their context, to
themselves…. [R]epresentations shape, influence and participate in ordering
practices: that ordering is not possible without representation’ (Law 1994:25). Nor,
of course, without language use and translation.

3 Other forms of ordering include the use of statistics to construct, for example, human
populations. These statistics may then be used as the basis for interventions (see Fisher
& Arce, this volume). Mapping and cartography constitute another way of ordering
reality and can facilitate the territorial occupation of space, as well as enable people
to plan a safe journey (Wood 1993). A further form of ordering appears in
classification and taxonomies of the natural world in order to provide us with an
experimental basis for society. Criminology with its development of fingerprint data-
banks and other techniques is another example of ordering. Through statistical
correlation individuals are identified within a population, as the basis for practices of
detection by criminologists (Stratton 1996).

4 For a full description of holographic organisation in practice, see Morgan 1986: 103–5.
5 This notion of virtual reality is taken from the computer’s representation of realities.

Virtual reality is a reality organised from ‘other’ different realities that the actor can
manipulate or re-assemble according to his/her interests, information and capabilities.
This is a reality without history or tradition, it is a modern and flat present, therefore
to act on this or under this does not compel the actor into questions of morality or
universal values. This is the privatisation of the collective consciousness, in order to
allow the individual to page up or down (govern) his/her representations and desires
of life.

6 This information was collected in July-August 1994.
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Modernisation without the market?

The case of the ‘Soviet East’1

Deniz Kandiyoti

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the nature of ‘modernising’ encounters
between the former Soviet state and its Central Asian periphery, with a view to
exploring whether an analysis of their interaction can contribute to our broader
understanding of modernisation and development. Our notions of the latter in the
‘less developed countries’ are generally informed by a specific range of colonial
encounters, namely those between the historic West and its various peripheries. A
body of writing, which we may loosely define as post-colonial scholarship, has
exerted considerable influence upon critical perspectives on ‘modernity’ as a
political project. This has, in turn, inspired many critiques of development, both
as theory and practice.2 Much of this writing is based on the premise that the
capitalist West is the hegemonic centre from which discourses about progress,
modernisation and development emanate, while the rest is subjected to the imperial
gaze and development interventions, occasionally met by local resistance and
protest. The more recent emphasis on globalisation as a central analytic category
would seem to point to a splintering of hegemony, with seemingly contradictory
features of both greater homogeneity and interconnectedness and counter-trends
of fragmentation and particularism. Yet, the backdrop to this new discourse remains
an expanding capitalist world order, now much complicated by new patterns of
production and consumption, flows of people and ideas, but ultimately
interconnected through the medium of the market (understood in the broadest
sense, as in Appadurai 1990).

I argue here that culturally contextualised analyses of attempts at modernisation-
without-capitalism have a great deal to teach us. There is a degree of urgency to
this analytic task, since the shift to market economies has gathered such momentum
in post-communist states that the specificities of socialist experiments purporting
to be transformative in the absence of market economies may soon be lost from
view.

Among countries currently undergoing such transitions, those of the Muslim
periphery of the former Soviet Union offer particularly striking examples since, on
the face of it, they appear to have been subjected to extremes of social engineering,
starting from the period of Russian colonisation in the late nineteenth century and
especially after their incorporation into the Soviet regime from the 1920s. This
period saw forced sedentarisation of nomadic populations, collectivisation of



agriculture, the influx of non-indigenous settlers, changes in local alphabets, purges
of local elites, repression of organised religion, and attempts at ‘reinventing’ local
cultures in a Soviet mould. If modernisation implies a radical break with the past,
these cases should constitute relevant illustrations.

Yet, this is also a region where two totally contradictory discourses about
modernisation appear to coexist. On the one hand, we have numerous ideologically
inspired celebrations of the achievements of Soviet-style modernisation, pointing,
among other things, to the emancipation of women, universal literacy, and the
triumph of Soviet forms of expression over ‘traditional’ cultures. English language
reviews of Soviet sources, such as Silver (1992) and Jones and Grupp (1992), reveal
themes that are thoroughly familiar to any reader well versed in the Parsonian
variants of Western modernisation theory. Transcending national particularisms
through assimilation into ‘Soviet’ culture is presented as the highest point of
modernisation, and indicators of success are elaborated upon in numerous writings
on so-called ‘cultural convergence’ (see, for instance, Dunn & Dunn 1973). On
the other hand, many commentators, depending on their political proclivities,
either lament or celebrate the immutability of local Muslim cultures, the relative
lack of penetrative capacity of the Soviet state and the resilience of local social
patterns, with an abandon that would make even the most hardened Orientalist
blush.3 How, then, may we explain such apparent contradictions? And what
underlying processes do they reveal or conceal?

Before elaborating on these questions, it must be pointed out that this is in some
measure a reflection of the impoverishment of social scientific analysis under the
dual impact of Western Sovietology and Soviet ethnography. Caught between the
political agenda of Sovietologists searching for lines of fault in the Soviet system
(and looking expectantly in the direction of the Muslim periphery as an enclave
of cultural resistance) and the ideological orientation of Soviet scholars intent on
demonstrating the eventual triumph of progressive modernisation, the actual
dynamics of change, accommodation and resistance in Central Asia were often
overlooked. Now, with the dismemberment of the Soviet Union and the political
independence of the Muslim-majority republics, a new geopolitics of alignment
with the Muslim world and Western fears about the spread of Islamic
fundamentalism (Eickelman 1993) may yet again bypass and render irrelevant any
serious discussion of the Soviet legacy in favour of more pressing concerns about
geopolitics and identity formation.4 In what follows, I shall offer a review of
differing evaluations of the Soviet legacy with a view to highlighting the paradoxes
inherent in ‘modernising’ encounters in Central Asia.

Colonial onslaught or cultural stasis?

If we define loss of civilisation in the narrow sense of rupture or severance of links
with religious ‘great traditions’, the case for treating the Soviet East as a case in
point is most forcefully made by Shahrani (1993). He argues that Soviet policy in
Central Asia should be evaluated as a colonial project geared to the centre’s aims
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of economic and ideological control. On the economic front, the Muslim
periphery was utilised as a source of primary commodities— petroleum in the case
of Azerbaijan and cotton in Central Asia. Much has been written about the
overspecialisation of the latter economies, especially Uzbekistan, in cotton
production and about concomitant processes of depletion of water and soil
resources with severe levels of environmental degradation and pollution (Rumer
1989; Gleason 1991; Carley 1989; Spoor 1993). Although there are special
complications involved in making precise estimates of net in- or outflows between
centre and periphery (Spoor 1993: 147), the fact that there were hardly any textile
industries in the region, despite the dominance of cotton cultivation, clearly
suggests that any value added remained outside Central Asia. On the ideological
front, the modernisation of the ‘backward’ Central Asian populations mandated
nothing short of a systematic onslaught upon existing patterns of social institutions,
identities and loyalties. This onslaught took the form of territorial fragmentation
and the constitution of artificial ethno-national entities, the severance of links with
both the Turko-Persian heritage and the wider Muslim world through the adoption
of differently modified forms of the Cyrillic alphabet, and the systematic destruction
of Muslim institutions. This amounts to a ‘historical trauma’ which must have
wrought deep and significant transformations.

Against this background, it may appear somewhat startling to learn from some
Russian commentators on Central Asia that Communism barely scratched the
surface and hardly penetrated under the cultural skin, so to speak. Some, like
Malashenko (1993), go so far as to argue that if culture loss is what we are talking
about, then the turmoil created by the Soviet regime has been far greater for the
Russians, since the institutions of Russian Orthodoxy were dismantled more
thoroughly than those of Islam, which, for a variety of reasons, received more
support at the official level.5 He even posits a certain cultural fit between Islam and
Communism, based as they both are on strong ideas of social justice, the primacy
of the community over the individual and obedience to authority. Panarin ruefully
expresses a similar sentiment of loss when he talks about the ironies of a situation
whereby ‘[a]fter severing ties with Christianity, consigning to special secret library
archives half of our old Russian culture, and forfeiting many fundamental elements
of popular morality, we, the Russians of the Soviet era, began to feel like genuine
cultural missionaries in the East’ (1993:14). He is averse, however, to facile
explanations based on the loss of Russia’s pre-revolutionary cultural legacy,
recognising instead tendencies for exclusiveness, revolutionary nihilism and a
‘sacrilegious thrust of absolute self-alienation from the past’ as important historic
strands of Russian identity.

Nonetheless, one cannot help but get an occasional whiff of post-Communist
nostalgia, whereby the formerly ‘backward’ peoples of Central Asia are being recast
by Russian commentators as sturdy local cultures which have managed to retain
and reproduce some immutable cultural essence. This cultural essentialism is only
matched and surpassed by that of the Central Asians who are utilising the same
notions of unbroken, historical ethnocultural essence in the service of the
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articulation of post-Soviet nationalisms. In order to achieve a better understanding
of how these positions became crystallised, it is important to search for their
antecedents in Soviet policies and scholarship, particularly in Soviet ethnography.

The Soviet ethnographic ‘other’

The local cultures the Russians encountered in Central Asia could readily be
construed by the colonists as archetypes of ‘tradition’: patrilineal tribal formations
among the nomads, sometimes with tribal aristocracies, sedentary populations
subject to the control of the patriarchal family, local despots and the strictures of
Islam, all this overlaid by the ‘Asian immobility’ assumed by Soviet commentators
to be associated with the so-called ‘Asiatic mode of production’.6 The modernising
encounter was not between two civilisations, that of the West and the ‘Orient’,
however defined, but between a declining colonial power, uncertain about its own
place of insertion into the historic West, subject to much soul-searching about its
own backwardness, and diverse indigenous formations ranging from the sedentary
populations of the great Islamic centres and urban settlements of the Maverannahr,
literate and catechised, to the nomadic and semi-nomadic peoples of the steppes
whose conversion to Islam came late and remained for a long time a thin veneer
over their ancient Animistic beliefs and cosmologies. The task that fell to Soviet
ethnographers of understanding, classifying and ultimately playing a role in
transforming these entities, presents rather unique features that may not be
assimilated to the role of anthropologists in the colonial encounters of the West,
despite a similar interest in administering ethnically and religiously disparate subject
populations. The quasi-missionary zeal and positivistic outlook of the Soviet
ethnographer as agent of change is represented well by Snesarev (1974:217): ‘In
order that the struggle to uproot survivals may receive the necessary content and
be directed purposefully, a basis in scientific research must be set up for the struggle.
Ethnographers can and must do this’.

Shanin offers an incisive account of the interpenetration between Soviet
nationality, policy and the notions of ethnos and ethnogenesis that dominated
Soviet ethnography. He draws our attention to the fact that Soviet perceptions of
ethnicity and their expression in the social sciences differed significantly from their
Western counterparts. The very fact that the term natsionallnost (which he translates
as ‘ethnicity’ with many reservations) has no exact equivalent is quite telling in this
respect.7 Differing radically from Western approaches adopting a relativistic
position, by the 1960s, Soviet ethnologists saw ethnicity as ‘a culturally self-
reproducing set of behavioural patterns linked to collective self-identity, which
continues through different modes of production and is significantly autonomous
from the forces and relations of production. A new cross-modes concept of ethnos
was declared the differencia specificia of ethnology as a discipline’ (Shanin 1989:413).

Inevitably, various convolutions were necessary to make this notion of ethnos
fit in with the orthodox evolutionist sequence of socioeconomic formations
postulated by Stalin. Skalnik (1990) argues that the Institute of Ethnography of the
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USSR Academy of Sciences, under the leadership of Bromley, squared this circle
by invoking the concept of ‘ethno-social organism’ (ESO). This subsumed both
etnikos, namely the stable common features of language, culture, psychology and
self-consciousness characterising a collectivity, and the types of broader societies
(primitive, feudal, capitalist) of which they formed a part. ‘It is precisely,’ Bromley
suggests, ‘this relative conservatism and certain independence of ethnic qualities
that conditions the possibility to preserve basically the same “ethnikos” over a
period of several socioeconomic structures’ (1974:69). This made it possible to
posit ethnos as something consistent, enduring and objectively existing, thus
creating a space for traditional ethnographic research whilst at the same time paying
lip service to the Marxist-Leninist sequencing of socioeconomic formations. This
produced a reification of cultural diversity on the basis of arid definitional
speculations rather than fieldwork and an aversion to any real discussion of the
actual problems of inter-ethnic relations. Skalnik is particularly critical about the
fact that this theory served as window-dressing for Soviet ethnic pluralism and as
evidence of the respect of the Party for the language, culture and mentality of each
ethnic group in the USSR. He suggests, furthermore, that ethnographers provided
the ancient policy of Russification, inherited from the Tsarist regime, with the new
wrapping of ‘progressive’ amalgamation into the first international (inter-ethnic)
formation based on socialism. Thus, the highest point of modernisation was
represented by the merging (slianiie) of ethnic particularisms into a new
superordinate entity—the Soviet people (sovetskii narod)—whose lingua franca
happened to be Russian, the language of inter-ethnic communication, universalism
and civilisation.

The crafting of Soviet culture through the creation of new rituals, or the
rescripting of existing ones, constitutes an intriguing chapter of Soviet
modernisation (Lane 1981). Binns (1979) shows that the various phases of Soviet
ritualism were complex reflections of historical contingencies (such as war), the
need to legitimate political rule, the vagaries of different waves of anti-religious
propaganda and popular pressures from below. Sadomskaya (1990) distinguishes
between different types of anthropologists engaged in this enterprise. The so-called
‘bureaucratic’ anthropologists wanted, to varying degrees, to be directly involved
in writing fully-scripted scenarios for new holidays and rituals, since they felt
professionally best suited to sift out the ‘useful’ from the ‘harmful’ in traditional
cultures. The ‘traditionalist’ efforts were directed at an attempt to pour the ‘old
wine’ of ancient customs and folkloric reconstructions into the ‘new wineskins’ of
socialist ritual. They often approached their subject with nostalgic compassion and
rehabilitated some old holidays, previously banned as ‘religious vestiges’, decreeing
them as non-church and therefore harmless. For instance, the Central Asian holiday
of Navruz (the spring New Year), banned as Moslem in the 1930s, was rehabilitated
as Zoroastrian (hence pre-Moslem) and as a benign holiday with folk-agrarian
roots. Thus, anthropologists proceeded to harmonise the syncretism of folk holidays
and rituals with the new, ideological ones justifying ‘the curious marriage of
convenience between paganism and the governmental cult’ (Sadomskaya 1990:
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250). This syncretism from above was, in this author’s view, largely ineffectual in
creating a new folklore and ‘the people of the Soviet Union were doomed either
to official parades or archaic costume shows’ (ibid: 251).

What this author does not elaborate upon is the extent to which these
representations of ‘ethnic’ cultures and rituals may have been internalised by those
peoples of the Soviet periphery who may have had a different vocabulary to
articulate their sense of identity and a less salient sense of themselves in ethnic terms.
Roy (1991–2), for instance, demonstrates that what took place under the Soviet
system was the reification of a play of much more open, dynamic and relational
identities than either theories of ethnos or state policies could adequately reflect.
For therein lies one of the most frequently cited paradoxes of Soviet nationality
policy: that while officially espousing the goal of merging nationalities and
transcending ethnic particularisms, it institutionalised, codified and ossified them,
making ‘ethnic solidarity the one dimension where political dissent and local
consensus and lobbies could be organised and/or mobilised’ (Shanin 1989:420).

Numerous authors are in agreement about the Soviet Union’s contribution to
the process of nation-building among the non-Russian peoples (Suny 1993;
Zaslavsky 1993; Bremmer and Taras 1993; Smith 1993). In Central Asia, the
drawing up of new territorial boundaries in the region formerly known as
Turkistan, went through several phases after 1924 leading to the creation of five
union republics, which emerged as independent states in 1991—Kazakhstan,
Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. However artificial these
demarcations might originally have been, they achieved lasting importance as the
context for the development of institutions laying the groundwork for nationhood:
the cultivation of local, national intelligentsia and cadres, the codification and
elaboration of national languages, cultural and scientific establishments, an elaborate
system of schooling in non-Russian languages, to name but a few. Anderson’s
(1991) suggestions concerning the colonial origins of post-colonial nation-states
seem amply borne out in these examples. However, as Brubaker (1994) points out,
these nation-building processes bear the hallmark of a system of institutional
mismatch between ethno-cultural nation and citizenry, whereby nationhood is not
related to legal citizenship of a state but is the prerogative of sub-state ethno-
territorial groups. This creates, among other things, a pervasive tension between
incipient national states harbouring substantial national minorities and the ‘external’
homeland states to which those minorities belong (by ethno-national affiliation but
not by legal citizenship). It is not citizenship, moreover, but natsionallnost, an
ascriptive legal category, that determines one’s life chances; positively, if one is a
member of one of the ‘titular’ nationalities benefiting from preferential treatment
policies, and negatively, if one happens to be a member of a ‘minority’ nationality.
Thus, as Gleason correctly points out, ethnic belonging is not merely about
preferences in life styles and customs but very much related to something as crucial
as expectations about the future. He suggests that ‘[c]alculations of an ethnic group’s
life chances and expectations for the future played a major role in suffusing national
identity in Central Asia with a sense of urgency that by some measures exceeded
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that of any other region in the USSR’ (Gleason 1993:333). Roy (1994) argues
persuasively that it is competition for scarce resources, not among ‘traditional’
ethnic groups, but among groups reconfigured within the framework of the Soviet
system, that is responsible for so-called ethnic violence in Central Asia.

The persistence of tradition?

We may now return to the apparent paradox signalled in the opening section of
this paper; that what appeared to some as rapid modernisation and radical change
was interpreted by others as cultural stasis and immobility. I would argue that it is
the nature of Soviet-style modernisation itself, some features of which were
discussed above, rather than resistance from a cultural complex described by Soviet
ethnographers as ‘traditionalism’ that has created this paradox. In order to clarify
this point, it is necessary to subject the concept of ‘traditionalism’, which is
routinely invoked in Central Asian ethnographies, to closer inspection.

The most forceful case for the continuity of the social order in rural Central
Asia, despite decades of Soviet rule, is made by Sergei Poliakov (1992). His main
contention is that behind the veneer of modernisation lies the reality of an
untransformed traditional society, which has both resisted and subverted Soviet
attempts to change property relations and the moral/cultural basis of community
life. Superficially, one may discern similarities here with the ‘cultural obstacles to
change’ literature of early modernisation theory, with its stress on endogenous
factors blocking development. This impression is quite misleading, however, since
Poliakov, a convinced materialist, is only willing to accord the cultural complex
he describes as ‘traditionalism’8 the status of a superstructural phenomenon which
could not survive outside the economic context which lends it life and substance.
It is only with reference to this untransformed economic base (rather than to Islam
per se) that we may understand a host of empirical phenomena: widespread petty
commodity production despite collectivisation; distinct age and gender hierarchies
in large rural households; the prevalence of arranged marriages and kalym (bride
price); high fertility; the subordinate status of women; high levels of spending for
life cycle rituals; the salient role of the mahalla (neighbourhood) and the mosque
as key socialising agencies competing with formal Soviet schooling, to name but a
few. Poliakov’s approach is quite bold since he forsakes the language of ‘remnants’
and ‘survivals’ used by his colleagues when witnessing similar phenomena (which
implies some teleological faith in an ongoing process of transition) choosing instead
to present these features as endemic. He suggests that the majority of the adult rural
population in Central Asia (up to 85 per cent) worked in petty commodity
production and that participation in collective work was minimal and only
undertaken to obtain a plot of private land which, far from being a supplemental
subsistence plot, formed the basis of a thriving second economy. Furthermore, this
‘illegal’ economy was heavily subsidised by the state sector through the use of tools,
free inputs and transport diverted from collective to private uses. This type of
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economy, in turn, sustained the unreconstructed domestic mores of the rural
community.

In order to explain these outcomes, Poliakov felt little need to invoke the agency
of social actors who might, in Scottian vein, be deploying a panoply of techniques
such as diversion, pilfering, outward compliance and private resistance and
concealment in order to maintain the relative autonomy of their communities in
the face of politico-administrative encroachment (Scott 1985). Nor was he able to
discern, as Lubin’s classic study did, some solid underlying rationale behind
indigenous nationalities’ livelihood strategies. Indeed, Lubin (1984) suggested that
there may have been more than meets the eye in ethnic occupational stratification
in Uzbekistan. Although the Slav and European nationalities, overwhelmingly
concentrated in urban areas, occupied jobs requiring higher levels of training in
the industrial sector and received higher wages, they were not necessarily best
equipped to deal with or capitalise upon shortages in the economy nor did they
necessarily command the highest incomes. Preferences for work outside the
socialised sector, in agriculture and the services, may have been based on solid
economic reasons, since these offered much better prospects for higher incomes,
earned as unofficial emoluments for scarce services and commodities, or as the
result of parallel activities and unofficial markets. Poliakov, who insists on the
‘irrational’ nature of Central Asian social patterns, opts, instead, for a materialist/
structuralist account. His starting point is that Central Asian societies constitute an
instance of the Asiatic mode of production, manifesting itself in diverse forms of
livelihood such as subsistence agriculture, irrigated farming and mobile stock-
breeding (Poliakov 1993). This system was characterised by the absence of private
property and the limited development of the forces of production. The beginnings
of agrarian capitalism stimulated by incorporation into the Russian empire and the
islands of private property, which it gave rise to, were swept away by
collectivisation, which reached Central Asia in the 1930s in the form of ‘Stalinist
communal-serfdom’ (op. cit: 126). Collectivisation restored to its former strength
the local community, which had been weakened by colonial rule; and the
authoritarian-patriarchal management of the collective farm system based on
patron-client relations between superiors and subordinates could readily be
absorbed into customary life ways. The clear conclusion emerging from this analysis
is that the Soviet system in Central Asia, far from effecting a progressive
transformation leading to modernity, actually reinforced and gave a longer lease of
life to pre-capitalist forms of production and social organisation. This is a suggestion
that must be taken seriously, despite the fact that Poliakov attributes what he
interprets as cultural stasis to the arrested capitalist development of the Central Asian
periphery, and the resulting strength of ‘traditionalism’, rather than the
combination of local factors with intrinsic features of the command economy and
the politico-administrative structures of the Soviet state itself.

Evidence pointing to the ‘colonisation’ of Soviet institutions by pre-Soviet forms
of social organisation is plentiful, and cannot merely be put down to limitations in
the outreach of the Soviet state. Bacon (1966) was one of the first to note a process
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of overlap between Soviet institutions such as kolkhozes and brigades and tribal
formations in Central Asia. Olcott (1987) also shows that among the Kazakhs, the
real structure of local power was controlled by traditional clan leaders behind a
façade of Communist party organisation. Poliakov’s own data on collective farms
in Tajikistan points to the continuing importance of the extended family, the avlod,
in work organisation and the constitution of work brigades. Referring to similar
patrilineal groupings as elat among the Khorezm Uzbeks, Snesarev reluctantly
acknowledges that ‘[t]he prevalence in our day, although in residual form, of these
territorial-kinship groups introduces certain complications in the social life of the
kolkhoz’ (1974:229). These take the concrete form of refusing to leave inhabited
places for new settlements and continuing to maintain the mutual aid and ritual
functions of the elat, even though its economic role may be marginal. Dragadze’s
(1988) ethnography of a Georgian village also suggests that, far from modifying
and undercutting family solidarities, the Soviet system actually reinforced them as
the only refuge from powerlessness and as a source of security in a shortage
economy. She describes rural households as ‘multiple-income management units’
where the judicious deployment of household members in wage-earning and self-
provisioning activities is crucial to adequate living standards, as is the cultivation
of broader networks of kin who may provide favours such as loans, hospitality and
residence permits. In the rather different context of Turkmenistan, Bouchet makes
the observation that ‘the kolkhoz does not abolish tribalism, it becomes its context’
(1991–2: 66). Whereas originally tribal formations served significant
socioeconomic roles and worked in pursuit of common economic objectives,
under the Soviet system their role may have been reduced to the pure exchange
of services, and in cases of asymmetrical exchange, to new forms of clientelism. It
is in this sense that it is possible to discern a degree of capture of Soviet institutions
and of possibilities of manoeuvring within them in the framework of local networks
of obligation and clientelism. It would appear that if so-called ‘traditionalism’ did
indeed exist, it was endemic rather than residual to the Soviet system.

Humphrey’s (1983) ethnography of a Siberian collective farm goes furthest in
identifying sources of internal contradiction within the command economy and
therefore deserves detailed attention. Her observations about the nature of Buryat-
Soviet encounters have broader implications and provide important illustrations of
the sorts of paradoxes with which I am concerned in this chapter. On the economic
front, the tight monitoring of production targets and work organisation did not
prevent the creation of non-legitimate resources in materials and people. In fact
some unofficial or illegitimate roles were essential to the smooth functioning of
collective farms and could be deployed to perfectly legitimate ends such as
procuring inputs or ensuring the sale of kolkhoz produce. The materials and monies
thus generated, as well as the proceeds of private plots, which Humphrey calls
‘manipulable resources’, were not investible in a capitalist sense (given the
restrictions imposed on the disposal of assets) and found their way, instead, into a
system of ritualised exchange which turns individually owned goods into a means
of leverage for attaining status in the public sphere. Once achieved, a more
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advantageous position could be used to maximise a variety of personal rights, such
as greater freedom to travel, access to goods that are unavailable locally, or access
to special shops. The fact that the ‘Buryat gift economy’ seeped into the cracks of
the command economy does not, however, mean that it survived unaltered. On
the contrary, the social content of reciprocity is shown to have undergone
substantial modifications since collectivisation, with Buryat concepts of reciprocity
being applied to totally new relationships.

Given the important changes noted by this author in most Buryat institutions,
ranging from kinship to religious ritual, how is the fiction of unbroken continuity,
which finds its counterpart in the Soviet concept of ‘traditionalism’, maintained?
This is made possible, Humphrey argues, by the fact that ‘the phenomena of the
Soviet world appear disconnected from their theoretical origins, structured by a
Buryat consciousness. Those Buryat social institutions which existed are wholly
adapted to Soviet circumstances, but this is not recognised and they continue to
be explained as though there had been no break with the past’ (ibid: 441).

Is it, then, the very colonisation of Soviet institutions by local forms of
organisation and consciousness which paradoxically accounts for the ‘sovietisation’
of the local? Bouchet would seem to concur with this evaluation when he states:
‘Soviet Turkmens are not merely Turkmens living in the Soviet Union, they
integrate deeply the “soviet” dimension to their identity’ (op. cit: 66). This
interpenetration of identities appears to go a long way in creating a semblance of
continuity. I would like to suggest, however, that this narrative about continuity
is only tenable under circumstances in which social forces acting to break down
local communal networks are relatively weak or nonexistent.9 This, indeed, appears
to have been the case in a collective farm such as the one described by Humphrey
where communal values support parochialism and local ties and allow the
maintenance of dual and parallel communal groups, the purely Soviet and the
Buryat-Soviet. A more recent ethnography of a Tajik village goes even further by
suggesting that the Tajik/Soviet split may not only activate parallel networks, but
actually acquires a gendered dimension since the public world of the kolkhoz and
of politico-administrative dealings is dominated by men, while women become
the custodians of religious observances and household-based rituals associated with
Islam, a central component of Tajik identity (Tett 1994). Indeed, Soviet anti-
religious campaigns produced a divorce between folk practices and the institutions
of organised religion and public expressions of religiosity. Reduced to privatised
ritual and cut off from its philosophical and institutional moorings, religion,
according to Tohidi (1995), also became identified with the ‘private’, in Azerbaijan,
particularly as a marker of ‘Azeriness’ centred around women’s proper Muslim
conduct and virtue. Reinterpreted by this author, ‘traditionalism, especially in the
area of gender relations, appears as a reactive or compensatory strategy for cultural
self-preservation in the face of colonialist meddling, an argument quite similar to
that made in connection with Muslim societies, and colonial encounters with the
West more generally. ‘Perhaps because Muslim Azeri men had to cede control over
political power’, Tohidi suggests that ‘proving unable to resist Russian domination
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and Russification in the public arena, they have held onto the private domain the
hardest as the only bastion of their power and identity’ (op. cit: 25).

However, parallels with other colonial encounters, more specifically those
between Western imperial powers and the Middle East, fail to capture the
specificity of the Soviet case and disregard the extent to which various forms of
parochialism and ethnic consciousness were as much creations of the system itself
as responses to it. A command economy which hemmed in processes of mobility
of people and goods, combined with a nationalities policy which institutionalised
ethno-national difference as the basis for the distribution of social rewards and life
options, could only coexist in a state of permanent contradiction with universalist
ideals of modernisation, progress and equality. What, in this context, appeared as
‘traditionalism’ was the fictionalised and over-determined outcome of a particular
path of modernisation, where to paraphrase Marx, ‘everything solid’ far from
‘melting into air’ often congealed into a strange parody of itself. This resulted,
among other things, in an acute sense of ‘national injury’ and loss on the part of
both coloniser and colonised, a sense often articulated with nostalgic reference to
an antecedent civilisation, which better expressed some lost cultural essence. The
socialist utopia of the future was thus replaced by a dystopia of the present and a
mythical reconstruction of the past, the search for a ‘golden age’ that currently
legitimises and lends credence to efforts at national self-assertion. As Roy
perceptively points out, the discourses of coloniser and colonised became mirror-
images of one another; nationalist intellectuals in Uzbekistan, for instance, even as
they reproach Moscow for suppressing their culture, use the very definitions of
ethnos propounded by Stalinist ideologues in their own elaborations of national
culture (1991–2:30). It is to these deeper levels of interpenetration that one must
look to discover the more disturbing effects of hegemony, those which take the
insidious form of a constriction of the discursive possibilities within which choices,
alternatives and aspirations for the future may be articulated in the post-Soviet space.

Notes

1 A first version of this paper was presented at the EIDOS conference on Globalisation
and Decivilisation, 14–16 December 1995, Wageningen Agricultural University, The
Netherlands. I am grateful to participants for their comments. I also owe thanks to
Anthony Hyman, Ruth Mandel, Ekaterina Makarova and Faridah Garnett for helpful
reactions to the first draft and to Sami Zubaida for pointing me in the direction of
French language texts. The chapter is also published in Economy and Society, Vol. 25,
no. 4, November 1996:529–42.

2 As exemplary texts see Marglin & Marglin (1990) and Escobar (1995).
3 For instance, Carrere-d’Encausse (1979) suggested that Central Asian societies, far

from producing ‘homo sovieticus’, remained dominated by ‘homo Islamicus’, which
would inevitably reveal lines of fault in the Soviet system. Sergei Poliakov (1992), a
leading ethnographer of Central Asia, decried the fact that ‘traditionalism’ had Central
Asian societies in its firm grip, subverting and undermining Soviet policies. A
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collection of ‘revisionist’ interpretations by post-Soviet scholars echoes a similar sense
of limitation in a far more nuanced manner (see Naumkin [1993]).

4 The question of Central Asian identities is certainly a crucial area for investigation.
See, for instance, Gross (1992). However, if studies on transition to the market and
economic reform adopt an exclusively technocratic tone, disregarding the social and
cultural context of transformation, and if studies on Central Asian identities continue
to evolve in an economic vacuum, the sterility of the Sovietology/Soviet
ethnography duo may be reproduced in a different form.

5 This author points to cycles of leniency and repression based on political expediency,
as in the co-optation of the Muslim clergy during World War II to establish the ‘just’
character of the war, followed by severe repression and atheistic propaganda from the
mid–1950s.

6 I am grateful to Ron Inden for attracting my attention to a process whereby Russia
gradually came to be defined with reference to ‘feudalism’ while the concept of the
Asiatic mode of production migrated to Central Asia.

7 It is also significant that Ernest Gellner’s Preface to Soviet and Western Anthropology
(1980) is, in large part, devoted to terminological differences and the non-
comparability of superficially similar terms. For a further elucidation of the term
‘ethnos’ in the Soviet context, see also Tamara Dragadze in the same collection.

8 He defines ‘traditionalism’ as follows: ‘the complete rejection of anything new
introduced from the outside into the familiar, “traditional” way of life…. The only
thing that is important is that society must not depart from its “ideal form”’ (Poliakov
op. cit: 4).

9 This stands in stark contrast to rural communities in the global South, which have
experienced rapid processes of transformation and dislocation under the impact of
commodification of agriculture and massive migration to urban centres and across
national boundaries.

62 MODERNISATION WITHOUT THE MARKET?



4
Islamisms and the decivilising processes of

globalisation
Azza M.Karam

Introduction

On 15 November 1995, 42–year-old Egyptian diplomat Ahmad Nazmi was
returning home from work. As he got out of his car, parked in the underground
garage of his home, he was shot six times.

The organisation which later claimed responsibility—an unknown ‘International
Group for Justice’—is reportedly linked with the Jihad Islamist organisation in
Egypt. Mr Nazmi’s murder was carried out in the early evening in Geneva,
Switzerland, the hiding place of Jihad’s exiled leader, Ayman Al-Zawahri. The
organisation claimed to be taking revenge for arrested Islamist colleagues being
tried in military courts in Egypt. More ominously, however, it vowed to kill many
more Egyptian diplomats. Less than a week later, the Egyptian embassy in Karachi,
Pakistan, was devastated by a bomb which killed seventeen people. In this case,
three different Islamist groups hastened to claim the ‘honour’. It would come as
no great surprise were it to be revealed that the killers were Egyptians, trained in
Afghanistan, who had acquired Russian, Czech, or American weapons from a
European country.

One of the arguments put forward for this increased activity of Egyptian Islamists
outside Egypt is the rather optimistic and naive claim that it is because their activism
has been curtailed by government security forces in Egypt itself. As if to underline
the contrary, on the day of the embassy attack in Karachi, a train crossing Egypt
from Cairo to Aswan was blown up by Islamist militants. There is, however,
another explanation for this transnational Islamist activism which I put forward and
which shapes the argument of this paper. Islamism is in itself a transnational/global
phenomenon, tied to the migration of people, information, and commodities, i.e.
the increasing compression of time-space that is a feature of post-modernity
(Harvey 1989: 159–72). In other words, Harvey’s notion of the compression of
social relationships so that spatial distance becomes unimportant, is applicable in
this understanding of globalisation. It is not only social relationships—in this case
between one religio-political group and its exiled members—but also the
compression of access to means, resources and information which can be used
without any control. It is not inconceivable that a command given in Cairo can



be implemented only minutes later in New York, with tools/weapons acquired in
Zagreb.

To take this logic one step further, the argument thus materialises into forces
which are globally active in a manner that is as unpredictable as it is potentially
murderous. It is interesting to note that the Egyptian government gave no official
comment or reaction to the killing of the diplomat. One might ask if this silence
was the privilege of those who formulate the discourse of knowledge/ignorance—
perhaps hoping it was a one-off incident which would somehow disappear from
memory. On the other hand, the Egyptian government could not but react to the
bombing of its embassy, since that event hit global news headlines almost
immediately. And that reaction was even more interesting, since it revolved around
a global call for help in the search to find those responsible. Hence, these incidents
alone are evidence of the global scale of politics.

When Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin was assassinated in November 1995 by a
‘Jewish extremist’, the responses to this event were as mixed as they were telling.
There were those who were relieved that the killer was not a Palestinian, Arab,
Muslim and/or Islamist, and there were those (Jews, Israelis, Arabs and Muslims)
who wished for the honour of this redoubtable ‘achievement’. On the other hand,
a general sense of shock resounded among those who are far more comfortable
with the belief that Islamism is the only form of religious extremism around, or at
least the only form that is capable of both local and global atrocities.

The realisation that religious ‘extremisms’, whether Jewish, Christian, Muslim,
or Hindu, are part and parcel of contemporary life, is slowly dawning on ‘citizens
of the world’. Not only that, religious identities have become an important aspect
of globalisation, though often misrepresented. They are variously ignored or
magnified, generalised or regionally located, or seen as an impending threat to
‘civilisation’ because they are linked to poverty, underdevelopment, and
irrationality, or they are seen as simply transitory phenomena. In short, in the light
of an increasingly worldwide revival of religion, the importance of religious
identities is insufficiently analysed and little understood. But, whether in the large
number of Islamic banks in Egypt, or the varied Church responses to AIDS in
Brazil, or the militancy of Jewish settlers in Israel, religious identity, whatever its
manifestation, is definitely on the scene.

Unfortunately, religious identity tends to get confused with politically religious
movements and organisations. The latter indeed propagate some forms of religious
identity, but they do so in connection with the specific aspirations of, or links to,
state power. The emphasis of these ideologies, therefore, tends to centre around
‘community’ solidarity activities, as opposed to individual development. The
reasons for this confusion between political and personal religious identities are
many. On the one hand, it may be because it has been convenient for interested
parties to generalise and oversimplify matters, and on the other, due to the tendency
to think and view in terms of binary oppositions—a legacy of modernist thought
—a tendency which remains embedded in much of the discursive practices of global
politics.
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In this chapter the links between Islamism—specifically those operative in the
Arab world1—and globalisation will be analysed by reference to Islamist viewpoints
concerning notions of ‘civilisation’. Civilisation, as understood and propagated by
Islamists, is often presented as an alternative formulation for modernity. Hence,
the relationship between Islamism and post-modernity is explored. In the second
part of the chapter, the viewpoints of Islamist ideologues will be analysed in the
light of ideas on (de)civilisation. And in the third and final part, an evaluation of
the relationship between Arab Islamism, decivilisation and development will sum
up the arguments presented.

Post-modernism and Islamisms

Post-modernism cannot be encapsulated in a few sentences or claim a uniform
definition. Rather, it is a mixture of fluid and often intentionally ambiguous ideas.
In his book The Postmodern Condition, Jean-Francois Lyotard (1986) summarises
the post-modern condition as one in which grand narratives lose their legitimacy
and credibility. What post-modernists do, he argues, is to question the assumptions
of the modern age, particularly those that maintain that rational thought and
technological innovation can guarantee progress and enlightenment to humanity.
Later, on the theme of civilisation, Lyotard (in During 1993:172) states that ‘after
two centuries, we are more sensitive to signs that signify the contrary. Neither
economic nor political liberalism, nor the various Marxisms, emerge from the
sanguinary last two centuries free from suspicion of crimes against mankind’.

There is not one post-modern condition, as Lyotard implies, but many, which
are different and contain different characteristics. The diminishing importance of
meta-narratives has not only taken place in the Western world, but globally.
Moreover, the phenomena of religious fundamentalism involve the proliferation
of not one grand narrative of religion but many subnarratives. In that respect,
Western civilisational discourses are globally in crisis. Islamisms must therefore be
seen as an aspect of religious fundamentalism world-wide, closely tied to the
collapse of the validity of any one Western global civilisational discourse.

In effect, meta-narratives are no longer seen as ‘truth’, but rather as authorised
discourses that deny and silence competing voices. The struggle for universalised
knowledge has been abandoned in favour of the search for previously marginalised
and unheard voices, for the specificity and power of language and meaning, and
their relationship to knowledge, context and locality.

In that regard, Michel Foucault, one of the leading post-modernists/post-
structuralists, has emphasised the shortcomings of grand narratives, and the need
to examine the specificities of power in relation to discourse (knowledge and
language). He dismisses ‘reason’ as fiction and views ‘truth’ as historically
constructed. Discourse—a historically, institutionally, and socially specific structure
of statements, terms, categories and beliefs—is the site where meaning is both
constructed and contested, and power relations defined. Power relations and their
exercise in a society can be understood, Foucault contends, through studying the
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ability to control knowledge and meaning through writing, as well as disciplinary
and professional institutions and social relations. According to Foucault, and using
a Gramscian understanding, the false power of hegemonic knowledge can be
challenged by counter-hegemonic discourses which offer alternative
understandings of ‘reality’ (Foucault 1972, 1979, 1980).

Reality, however, is shaped by language, or by discourse which gives meaning
and ‘explains’ the concrete experiences of daily life for the individual. This has, in
turn, led to the call for deconstructing discourse in order to discover the ways in
which meanings are constructed and used. A proponent of this, Jacques Derrida
(1976), emphasises the important role played by binary oppositions, such as rational/
irrational, truth/falsehood, man/woman in Western thought. Meaning is given in
such a way that primacy, legitimacy and superiority is allotted to the first term of
each of these oppositions. These binary categories shape understanding in complex
and often unrecognised ways. In order to better understand this process, Derrida
and others have argued for the critical deconstructing of texts (both written and
oral) and for greater attention to the way differences are constructed and maintained
(see Marchand & Parpart 1995).

As far as Islamism is concerned, a definition is equally untenable. Islamisms are
political phenomena par excellence. They cannot easily be summarised into one
pattern since they vary according to ideology and ends (i.e. Islamise society and
only gradually the state; Islamise the state first; which Islam, which Islamic law or
shari‘a etc.) and means and methods. The Islamisms operant in Saudi Arabia (see
Asad 1993:209–227), cannot be said to be the same as those in Indonesia or yet
again in Egypt. But bearing in mind these diversities, what these groups do have
in common is some form of political quest for (state) power.

Post-modernity in this context is understood in the same fashion that Sayyid (in
Laclau 1994) formulates it. Sayyid sees post-modernity as a ‘decentering of the
West’ (Sayyid 1994:276). This is also the same sense in which Young (1990:19-
21) talks about post-structuralism and an awareness of the specificity of European
culture. In this respect, post-modernity partly coincides with the project of the
post-colonial, since both take up the deconstruction of the centralised, master
narratives of European culture, and aim to break down the centre/periphery
opposition of imperial discourse. Sayyid develops the concept of post-modernity
in such a way as to make it applicable to Islamism, or the politics of the periphery.
Basically, he argues that ‘it is the change in the relationship between periphery and
centre which is constitutive of post-modernity’ (Sayyid 1994:277). This change,
he terms ‘decentering’, since modernity itself is another means of privileging and
prioritising the West. That is, ‘modernity is a way of saying: “only in the West”’.
Post-modernity is a shift from the centrality of the discourse of modernisation/
Westernisation. Another means of describing this decentering is by looking at it in
terms of decolonisation. The latter is by no means a homogeneous process, but is
one of the ‘main impetuses behind post-modernity and the revelation of the West’s
particularity behind its universalist façade’ (ibid: 278). Sayyid argues that the
decentering of the West should be seen in Gramscian terms wherein ‘the
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hegemonic order that naturalised and sedimented a certain narrative structure has
broken down, even though tremendously unequal power structures are still in
place’ (ibid: 281). In other words, the West is being decentred to the extent that
its claim that there can be no other narrative of development, emancipation or
progress other than its own, becomes irrelevant and inaccurate. In fact, seen in this
light, ‘Islamism does not become the ‘other’ of post-modernity, but one of the
possibilities of decentering of the West. Islamist movements are a continuation and
radicalisation of the process of decolonisation’ [original emphasis].

Indeed, Islamist discourses can be seen as part and parcel of post-modernity,
insofar as their proliferation and legitimation derive from the ‘failure’ of
Westernisation, and all its incumbent narrative baggage of modernisation. It is the
recognition of the non-universality of Western discourse, of the ability to think
difference in a different way, which promotes the validity of Islamist discourse.
Ironically, it is the globalisation of Western discourse which has also globalised its
failure as an overarching story of the development of humankind.

Islamism and decivilisation

However, to assume that Islamism is possible only because post-modernism is
decentering from the West—or decolonising—is to ignore a large body of
epistemological work that has gone into indigenising knowledge in the non-West.
It is to de-legitimise the large body of material that may well have started from the
East to the West. In the search for some form of epistemological soundness, one
must make room to question the assumption that ‘in the beginning was the West’.
One of the main tenets of Islamist thought is that ‘Islamic civilisation’ is in fact the
precursor to Western civilisation.

This belief is adhered to quite strongly by most Islamist ideologues. The kind of
narrative woven by them can be summarised as follows. There was once a time of
ignorance/unbelief (Jahiliyya) before the coming of Islam. Then came a golden era
following the establishment and spread of the Islamic civilisation, which, in turn,
became the source of inspiration and enlightenment for what are today’s ‘Western’
civilisations. Then the moral, social and economic decline of this Islamic civilisation
set in, that is, the process of decivilisation, which has been explained in a variety
of ways.2 This is then understood to have led to the undoing of the Islamic
civilisation by decivilising influences—i.e. of hegemonic Western civilisation. In
fact, some elements within the Islamist movement go so far as to see this
characteristic of modern times as a return to another form of Jahiliyya (cf. Qutb
1981). Sayyid Qutb, one of the earliest Islamist ideologues of the Egyptian Muslim
Brotherhood, whose writings continue to influence and be debated by many today,
was executed by the Nasser regime. In his most cited political manifesto Ma‘alim
fil Tariq (Signposts), Qutb argues:

The struggle between the Believers and their enemies is in essence a struggle
of belief, and not in any way of anything else. This was not a political or an

AZZA M.KARAM 67



economic or a racial struggle; had it been any of these, its settlement would
have been easy, the solution of its difficulties would have been simple. But
essentially it was a struggle between beliefs—either unbelief or faith, either
Jahiliyyah or Islam.

(Qutb 1981:301)

Westernisation, seen by many Islamists as synonymous with modernisation,
colonialism and globalisation, is a new imperialism. Western is also equated with
Christian. As Qutb describes:

We see an example of this [i.e. efforts to crush Believers] today in the attempts
of Christendom to try to deceive us by distorting history and saying that the
crusades were a form of imperialism. The truth of the matter is that the latter-day
imperialism is but a mask for the crusading spirit, since it is not possible for it to
appear in its true form, as it was possible in the Middle Ages.

(ibid: 303, emphasis added)

Qutb’s essentialist views on Jahiliyya and the likening to the Middle Age crusades,
however, is not espoused by all Islamists. In fact, other prominent Islamist
ideologues such as Howaidi (1994) and Al-Qaradawi (1994), specifically reject
Qutb’s description of latter-day Islamic societies as Jahili. These thinkers point out
that today’s Muslims are merely ignorant and in need of guidance, as opposed to
being unbelievers. Their ignorance is a result of both internal as well as external
problematics. As Tunisian Rashid Al-Ghanoushi (1992) claims, inner moral
corruption of Muslims is due to all manner of despotisms (political, religious,
cultural and ideological). Al-Ghanoushi also elaborates that the outer barriers
causing ignorance stem from the Zionist movement which is a danger ‘to all
humanity and civilisation’ (ibid: 28). Al-Ghanoushi describes the current reality of
Muslims as one in which they are in a state of ‘being behind/following, being
influenced’ which is, in turn, related to being ‘slaves of the West’, as opposed to a
‘situation of civilisation, a situation of action and impact’ (ibid: 25–6).

Al-Ghanoushi’s point is elaborated further by Egyptian Salah Abdel Metaal.
Abdel Metaal argues that Islamism is facing enormous civilisational challenges. In
his opinion the most important challenge is that the Islamic umma (nation) ‘cannot
achieve a civilisational revival […] as long as it is colonised by Western countries
tainted by modern crusaders and hegemonic Zionism’ (Abdel Metaal 1992:38).
But, he continues, ‘these challenges are related not only to external global factors,
but also to the choices made by ruling regimes and internal economic forces. These
choices are made precisely to fill in a civilisational vacuum created by the world
order, and thus to organise the lives of Arab and Muslim peoples politically, socially,
economically, and technologically’ (ibid: 38–9).

Sudanese Hassan Al-Turabi, arguing along similar, if not identical lines, calls for
a unified Islamic move to reify the role of Islam. Al-Turabi stresses that ‘we are in
a world of connections in which there is no room to be cut off’, and ‘the Islamic
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movement is a global phenomenon transgressing borders and regions’. Hence, the
imperative of unification—among the different Islamist movements—in order to
lead the (alternative) civilisation process not just of the Islamic, but the whole world
(Al-Turabi 1992:22).

For these Islamists, globalisation in post-modern times has meant the spread of
Western values, norms, economics and politics, all of which effectively led to the
downgrading of Islamic civilisation. In other words, for some Islamists, globalisation
has entailed a form of decivilisation. The project facing Muslims then, according
to them, is one of reviving Islamic civilisation, or in other words, one of recivilising
the Islamic world. As an alternative to present forms of globalised Western
modernities, these Islamists are arguing for a unified form of Islamist modernity.

Nevertheless, almost all Islamists would agree that this process of recivilisation
should not involve total rejection of all things ‘Western’. Qutb is perhaps one of
the notable exceptions to this, when he argues that since Islam is a way of life,

Other societies do not give it any opportunity to organise its followers
according to its own method, and hence it is the duty of Islam to annihilate
all such systems, as they are obstacles in the way of universal freedom. Only
in this manner can the way of life be wholly dedicated to God, so that neither
any human authority nor the question of servitude remains, as is the case in
all other systems which are based on man’s servitude to man.

(Qutb 1981:137–8)

On the other hand, Fahmi Howaidi, another Egyptian Islamist scholar, takes up
the call for a selective mimesis of Western cultures,3 made earlier by the Indian
Mohammed Iqbal, and by Al-Afghani. Howaidi acknowledges that some
precautions against all-out imitation are necessary, but argues that: ‘What is
important is what we take and what we leave. What is important is that if we
change our clothes, we do not change our skins or our minds. What is important
is to take theirs which is most valuable, and not to lose the dearest of what we
possess (Howaidi 1991:67).

In a similar vein, Egyptian Islamist Yussuf Al-Qaradawi argues that the West is
not all evil or aberration. In fact, he praises its possession of ‘good works, good
behaviour, great achievements, and great possibilities which can be used to better
the lot of humans, all humans’ (Al-Qaradawi 1994:90). What he also calls for is a
selectivity in the process of cultural acquisition. A selectivity which, in his words,

may necessitate a process of reformulation and contextualisation—by
sometimes adding and detracting—from that which we adapt until it appears
beneficial for us, in accord with the principles of our shari’a, the system of
our lives, the conditions of our environment, and [this adaptation] with
reform and contextualisation, could become a part of our moral existence,
our cultural essence, and lose its original affiliation

(ibid: 91)
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Al-Qaradawi then gives specific examples of what it is possible to select from the
West, namely, democracy (which agrees with the Islamic principle of shura
(consultation) and holds rulers accountable to the ruled), legal systems (which
accord with and can carry out Islamic justice), and cultural tools such as cinema,
theatre and television and radio ‘as long as their content agrees with our aims and
ideals’ (ibid: 92).

Others, such as Abdel Metaal, argue for a recivilisation that ignores any reference
to the West. The only exception to this intentional ignorance is made in the context
of being able to critique whatever comes from the West ‘that is inimical to Islamic
civilisation such as atheistic Marxism and materialistic secularism which argue for
separation of religion from state, religion from life, and faith from knowledge’
(Abdel Metaal 1992:40).

Yet other Islamists, such as Al-Ghanoushi and Al-Turabi, speak of reifying
Islamic civilisation only in the context of a greater hegemonic Western framework.
This overarching Western context has to be countered on all levels—moral,
religious, social, economic and political. Both advocate that the best means of doing
so is through a gradual, concerted and unified effort to reach and preach to the
masses on the relevance of Islam.

Islamism, decivilisation and development

Post-modernity, as a decentering of the West and the loss of the legitimacy of the
grand narrative, provides interesting insights into the possibility of Islamism, which
is, in turn, a collection of ‘smaller’ narratives. Globalisation, in terms of the
compression of time-space, has meant that good news and bad news travel equally
fast. This has meant that post-modernity’s message, regarding the collapse of
Western meta-narratives, reached Islamists at around the same time that Islamists
were working on what they regarded as the decivilising effects of precisely these
same narratives.

Decivilisations, then, is a provoking concept with which to highlight the
particularities in the visions of Islamists vis-à-vis Westernisation. Yet, it is equally
plausible to argue that decivilisation, coupled with post-modern critiques of binary
oppositions, provides a further insight, namely, how Islamist recivilisation strategies
can themselves be critiqued. For Islamist proposals seem to revolve around the
creation of a variety of counterdiscourses, each of which can be argued to be a
reaction to a hegemonic West. In other words, binary oppositions continue to
persist in Islamist thought and advocated means—good/evil, Islamic/Western,
authentic/foreign, ours/theirs and knowledge/ignorance. Thus, I would argue
that, insofar as Islamists continue to promote a rebuilding of an Islamic civilisation
from a supremacist standpoint of us/them—where the ‘us’, Muslims (or Arabs),
are better than the ‘them’, Westerners—they are effectively replicating the same
aspects of decivilising modernist strategies, but simply reversing them. I maintain
that such an Islamism is, in effect, itself decivilising.
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It is nevertheless important to query the Islamists’ own discourses on
development. Hobart (1993) argues that discourses of development are in some
ways tied to the problematic of knowledge, embedded within which is the
implication of a parallel growth of ignorance. Development as rational, systematic
and embodied/embodying knowledge alludes to the important relationship
between knowledge and power (Hobart 1993:1–30). Based on that, I argue that
Islamist discourses on development, themselves yet to be fully developed, would
not differ radically from Western ones insofar as they are both premised on the
binary opposition knowledge/ignorance. Islamists operate under the assumption
that much of Western development discourses are an extension of earlier imperialist
decivilisation mechanisms, whereby the non-West wallows in ignorance and the
West has the task of informing, that is, disseminating knowledge and civilisation.
The Islamist counter-discourses of development, therefore, would run along similar
lines to their earlier problematisation. In other words, we (the Muslims) know (or
know better) and they (the Westerners) do not. Or to put it differently, Islamist
thinking assumes the superior rationality—presumably that of God—which must
triumph over Western rationality. Apart from its qualities of essentialism and
generalisation, such a counter-discourse is also not new. Limited to inverting
binarisms, it is in effect a perpetuation of an Islamist modernist discourse, in the
name of either recreating or reviving ‘an Islamic civilisation’.

Discourses of development themselves need some reformulating and
contextualising in order to fit the many different realities and problematics that the
nature of development entails. Decivilisation highlights the faults of both ‘Western’
trajectories, as well as Islamist counter-discourses. Post-modernity serves to point
out the continuities and similarities of these drawbacks. What remains unattempted
is the development of several historically, culturally and perhaps religiously specific
(counter)–discourses of development. Such discourses cannot afford to use any
hegemonic notions of rationality or knowledge. Indeed, a presumption of
rationality, whether human or divine, need not feature in such alternative
development discourses. Situated knowledge (Hobart 1993) would be a reasonable
beginning—though by no means the end. Such a form of knowledge would need
to be placed within a framework that takes diversity as its starting point. And
simultaneous and consistent reflexive communication—as opposed to a
communication which denies the legitimacy of the ‘other’—is a sine qua non of any
further developments of development discourses.

Notes

1 Islamism is a heterogeneous phenomenon, which is to be differentiated from ‘Islamic
fundamentalism’. The latter is misleading as a term, since not all those who wish to
better their lives by following the basic precepts of their religion, are necessarily either
approving of or involved with political movements.

2 These range from faulty adherence of Muslims to religious tenets, to a conspiracy
against Islam by Westernism, Zionism and the like.
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3 Or any other culture, since this call was in the gist of trying to counter the sense of
hostility and fear propagated by some extremist Islamists against anything they
regarded as ‘foreign’.
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5
The spectacle of modernity

Blood, microscopes and mirrors in colonial Tanganyika1

Eleanor Fisher and Alberto Arce2

Introduction

The colonial project in Africa was surrounded by technology, ideology, and
representations of modernity based on the application of instrumental rationality.
In this chapter we focus on how this project evolved in what was the British
Protectorate of Tanganyika through attempts to change and improve the material
circumstances of the subjects of the colonial regime. An important perspective on
colonialism as a cultural and administrative enterprise is that of Comaroff &
Comaroff (1992). They argue that colonialism was paralleled by the development
and use of the biomedical episteme,3 in that a European cosmology of ‘health as
social and bodily order’ was extended to Africa through the medium of relieving
people from suffering (ibid: 216). This notion of healthy living was used to
demarcate Western values from ‘native contaminated’ values, which were not
capable of controlling pain, the spread of diseases, or the unhealthy ‘dirty’
conditions (see Vaughan 1991).

In Tanganyika these processes can be illustrated by the way the colonial
administration responded to the incidence of sleeping sickness prevalent in
particular regions. This led to both administrative and medical intervention, the
former characterised by the implementation of a programme of resettlement of
selected populations, and the latter by the widespread use of medical instruments
such as the microscope4 and various, often experimental, diagnostic and curative
measures. These interventions brought about considerable dislocations in local
societies in respect to community and spatial organisation, people’s understandings
of the relationships between nature, the spirit worlds and witchcraft practices, as
well as concerning their perceptions of the ‘powers ‘of their colonial ‘masters’.

In this chapter we tell the story of the microscope and how its use generated a
complex set of relationships between people and the forest, supernatural beings and
diseases, and blood, vectors and human hosts. This allows us to understand the role
of colonial administrative and medical practices in response to sleeping sickness,
and to define the nature and the scale of the ‘epidemic’, which not only formed
part of a wide process of reshaping the landscape and settlement patterns, but also
attempted to modernise and ‘purify’ the African colonial subject. Western medical



knowledge and practices aimed at controlling sleeping sickness provided a powerful
means of negating local forms of knowledge and livelihoods, which were perceived
to facilitate the continuous spread of the disease (cf. Haraway 1988). In response
to these colonial actions local people devised a number of pragmatic and evasive
strategies to avoid detection and medical treatment, and escape from the
surveillance and control of district officers, medical personnel and game scouts, and
from being moved under the resettlement programme. These organised counter-
tendencies, sometimes authorised by chiefs and local headmen, were accompanied
by the emergence of a number of anti-witchcraft movements that, as we document
later, offered some explanations for the predicaments of the human condition
consequent upon the colonial experience.

Human Trypanosomiasis in Tanganyika

The following discussion explores issues concerned with the spread of human
Trypanosomiasis and colonial control measures in Western Tanganyika between
1919 and around 1940 (see for comparative studies: Lyons 1992; Worboys 1994;
White 1995; Hoppe 1997; MacKenzie 1990; Headrick 1994).

Following the First World War, German East Africa became the UN Mandated
Tanganyika Territory under British control. Between 1920–5 three major sleeping
sickness epidemics erupted, one in Mwanza (around 1921–3), another in Liwale
(around 1924), and the third in Ufipa-Tabora (around 1921, identified in 1924)
(Fairbairn 1948; Maclean 1926, 1927, 1928, 1929; Swynnerton 1924–5). They
were followed by numerous outbreaks in other areas of the territory. Our examples
will focus on the Ufipa-Tabora sleeping sickness epidemic. The sleeping sickness
epidemics arose at a time when the colonial bureaucratic apparatus was becoming
established and later consolidated, features that are critical to our analysis.5

Forms of Trypanosomiasis (sleeping sickness) affect both humans and cattle with
fatal consequences. Here, we focus on human sleeping sickness, although the
animal form of the disease, nagana, was also extensive during the period in question.
In Tanganyika, interventions regarding human and cattle Trypanosomiasis were
divided between two different administrative sectors, the Tsetse Control & Wildlife
Department, and the Medical & Sanitary Services, which concerns us.6

Trypanosomiasis is caused by a parasite of the blood or trypanosome of which
there are many different species (Ford 1971; Giblin 1990). In the 1920s, during
the period on which this paper focuses, it was understood that only two species of
trypanosome—T. gambiense and T. rhodesiense—led to the spread of sleeping
sickness in Tanganyika. The trypanosome for sleeping sickness has a complex life
cycle. It is transmitted from one vertebrate host (natural host), usually the larger
species of wild animal, to another by means of an invertebrate host (the vector),
namely different species of tsetse fly. Sometimes an infected fly will bite man or
cattle (adventitious hosts), leading them to harbour the trypanosome and become
sick. By implication, complex relationships exist between the parasite, the host,
the vector and the adventitious hosts. These relationships are enacted within the
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habitats of the forest, home of the natural hosts and the vector, and the settlement,
home of the adventitious hosts, man and domestic animals.

The different living contexts and physical habitats which compose the life cycle
of the sleeping sickness trypanosome became the focus for colonial control
measures. These measures sought to break up the life cycle of the parasite and in
so doing prevent the infection of people or cattle. In the case of sleeping sickness,
controls were biased towards the man/fly relationship, seeking to prevent people
from having contact with the tsetse fly. In this focus ‘the fly’ became isolated by
colonial officers as the administrative ‘problem’, which was described as ‘our most
formidable opponent’ [2]. The Provincial Commissioner wrote in 1932: ‘[I]t is
certain that tsetse and sleeping sickness are the main problems and the governing
factors in every problem of native administration in the Western Province’ [25].
Tsetse continued to be held as the ‘greatest single obstacle to the economic
development of the region in the 1950s’ [3].

It was not fully understood why sleeping sickness erupted so extensively in
Tanganyika after the First World War, nor was it known whether it was endemic
or had been brought into the region. Certainly, migratory theses were popular and
struck a chord in colonial ideas of the period (Kjekshus 1977:164–8). Underpinning
the concerns of many administrators was a belief that the spread of tsetse flies—
hence human and cattle trypanosomiasis—were ultimately the consequence of bad
land use practices and internecine tribal warfare [4, 20]. Population upheavals
generated by the East Africa Campaign during the First World War were also held
to have contributed to the expansion.7

Sleeping sickness measures implemented by the Medical & Sanitary Services
attempted to integrate prevention with treatment. Prevention was based on a policy
of moving whole human populations into ‘sleeping sickness concentrations’ or
‘settlements’ and instituting quarantine restrictions on people in the settlements
and over recently evacuated areas.8 Between 1922 and 1945 approximately 140,
000 people were resettled into sleeping sickness concentrations in Tanganyika (see
Fairbairn 1948:8). This was apparently in order to break the ‘man-fly’ relationship,
although restrictions were in keeping with the wider policy context of colonial
population control measures (see Iliffe 1979; Mbilinyi 1988). Dr Maclean and Dr
Fairbairn were the government Sleeping Sickness Officers in charge of
concentration measures in the Western Province of Tanganyika between 1924 and
the 1940s. Both men were instrumental in developing treatment in ‘the field’ that
involved microscopal diagnosis, and testing and perfecting the use of drugs
developed in Europe, such as ‘Bayer 205’ and Tryparsamide’. These drugs were
brutal to the bodies of patients, being in the ‘experimental stages’ of development.
They could cure but not with certainty.

Medical controls were linked to interventions generated by the Tsetse Control
Department. In 1914 the Desart Committee, set up by the British in 1911 to advise
on such interventions, had concluded that in order to eliminate tsetse-borne
diseases it was necessary to wipe out the tsetse fly. From this arose a policy of tsetse
eradication in Tanganyika whose wisdom was not fundamentally challenged until
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the 1950s. During the period in question, tsetse eradication policies were under
the jurisdiction of C.F.M. Swynnerton, the Director of Game Preservation and
Tsetse Control. In practical terms, Swynnerton conceived ‘tsetse reclamation’ as a
‘broad ecological investigation’ combined with an ‘experimental attack on the fly’
[28]. This involved bush clearing, controlled late burning, localised measures .
against game, barriers (cleared strips), pickets of ‘fly-boys’ to capture tsetses, game
eradication experiments, and chemical measures [5]. Many of these techniques
were incorporated into the establishment and maintenance of sleeping sickness
concentrations.

The idea of sleeping sickness settlements was underpinned by the notion that
contacts between people and tsetse flies needed to be irrevocably broken. By
implication this meant critical interventions in the way people lived, as well as into
economic activities which brought individuals into sustained contact with tsetse
flies. Maclean, Sleeping Sickness Officer for Western Province, held that during
the nineteenth century tribal warfare compelled people to live in large settlements
centered within cleared areas of land used for agriculture and pastoral activities. In
effect, he argued, tsetse flies were kept well away from all but occasional contact
with inhabitants because the bush—where the tsetse fly and wild animal hosts lived
—was ‘pushed back’ (Maclean 1929).

According to Maclean, suppression of tribal warfare by the Germans, together
with depopulation through famine, epidemics, and labour migration led to a change
in settlement patterns: people started to live in ‘forest villages’ —family settlements
dispersed through the woodland. Scattered communities in close and prolonged
contact with tsetse flies provided the ideal environment for sleeping sickness to
spread in epidemic form: ‘[T]he protection afforded by cleared and cultivated or
grazed land is lost and at certain times of the year tsetse is found almost everywhere,
occasionally even inside the houses’ (Maclean 1929:43). Human settlement patterns
and the productive activities that transformed woodland to open country were
considered key to pre-colonial tsetse control, and therefore something which
sleeping sickness control policies should emulate (Fairbairn 1948; Maclean 1929,
1930, 1933). Implicit in this argument rests the idea that by creating settlement
concentrations the colonial regime could reproduce African ‘tradition’ and
therefore such interventions would be acceptable to the people concerned.

The model sleeping sickness concentration was considered to need a human
population of one thousand or more to make it viable. This figure was based on
the calculation that the most suitable conditions for sleeping sickness epidemics
arose when human population densities were between 16.5 people and 82.5 people
per square mile (Fairbairn 1944:1; Maclean 1933). If the population density was
lower, the infection would be self-limiting, whereas a higher density was likely to
imply that extensive areas of bush were reduced, diminishing the presence of tsetse
flies. According to the model, a settlement site would be chosen in the tribal
homelands, which had a water supply and good arable land or would be placed on
the edge of a previously open area, though in the end neither was implemented
[20] (Maclean 1929, 1930, 1933). The establishment of schools (state and
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missionary), clinics capable of treating sleeping sickness, churches, and agricultural
and veterinary extension work were incorporated into settlement plans. Through
modernity the problems associated with ‘decadent and disease stricken primitives’
could be overcome [23].

In Tabora and Ufipa in the 1920s, Maclean, acting on behalf of the Medical &
Sanitary Services, chose a policy of making new clearings in forest areas because
people apparently objected to being removed from their tribal homelands. Bush
clearing and game eradication took place near the settlements in an effort to wipe
out the natural host of the trypanosome and in so doing to break its life cycle.

Epidemics, maps and people in Tabora and Ufipa

In this section we are going to document the spread of sleeping sickness from a
few undiagnosed cases of illness to the construction of an epidemic. The storyline
begins with the account of Dr Maclean, Medical Officer for the Western Province
and the District Administrative Officer for Ufipa, G.W. Hatchell, both civil servants
under the British Colonial Office.

The chronological beginning of the epidemic’s narrative is November 1924
following Maclean’s appointment to the position of Medical Officer. Maclean states
in a published account that in 1915 possible ‘sporadic cases could occur
unrecognised’ (Maclean 1926:330), however it was not until 1920–1 that ‘a fatal
disease established itself’, the ‘high incidence’ of the disease being regarded as
something different (ibid: 330). Apparently, people in the area were almost
unanimous in their characterisation of the disease as something new, although ‘it
is a common experience to find natives confusing sleeping sickness with other
diseases’ (ibid: 330). By interpreting ‘native accounts’, Maclean and Hatchell traced
in minute detail the ‘starting point’ of the disease from the village of Tumbu in
Ufipa, to its spread by the ‘constant intercommunication between different
settlements’ to the point where it ‘radiated’ northwards through the ‘stampede of
panic-stricken refugees’. It was reported that ‘emaciation, swelling of the legs, and
fatal termination’ were the different stages that characterised the disease. Men
seemed to be more affected than women and children, thought to be because of
their bush activities, though it may have been that women were ‘invisible’
(Fairbairn 1948). Outbreaks were occurring in other parts of the same forest, but
a common connection could not be established and therefore Maclean explicitly
excluded mention of these outbreaks from his account (ibid: 334). The fact that
these outbreaks might have called into question the migratory thesis that formed
the premise for his characterisation of the epidemic was not considered.

After the medical officer became aware of the presence of the disease, a survey
was instituted with all cases being diagnosed microscopically. According to the
Annual Report [21:15–16], ‘the most serious matter affecting the public health of
the district is sleeping sickness in the south…its presence was definitely established
early in January 1925. By that time a number of natives had already died.’ It appears
that the use of the microscope was of primary importance in providing a diagnosis
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and in quantifying the number of cases. This optic positioned the previous
invisibility of the illness to a specific disease form, and became central to verifying
the existence of an epidemic. In so doing, the microscope provided the Medical
Officer with expertise and legitimacy.

The statistical data used to enumerate the number of cases of the epidemic in
Tabora-Ufipa between November 1924 and December 1925 are surprising. In
some settlements its presence was high (35 per cent), but in others it was low (+/
• 1 per cent) or non-existent (two areas) and of 563 people tested (described as ‘the
population’), 62 people (11 per cent), were infected. In spite of this being the area
most ‘thoroughly surveyed, and, possibly, also the most heavily infected’, the low
number of positive cases and their differential distribution did not lead to alternative
explanations.9 Instead the data were aggregated to present the disease as an
epidemic. This critical event contributed to establishing the character of the health
experts as moral entrepreneurs central to the sleeping sickness drama.

As suggested above, medical cures for sleeping sickness were in the experimental
stages. Diagnosis and treatment of the disease involved the sterilisation and re-
sterilisation of blood through the use of ‘Bayer 205’ or Tryparsamide. In the
process, blood had to be regularly checked with the microscope. In this mission,
different cases of sleeping sickness, with different degrees and symptoms of the
disease, were treated in an experimental way in order to achieve a process of
purification through sterilisation of the blood. In some cases a cure was provided,
in others the sheer efficacy of the toxic substances regularly resulted in death.

Although the microscope was a central instrument in drawing the lines against
the disease, nowhere in published or unpublished accounts can a critical assessment
of its use in Tanganyika be found. In Europe at that time its optical capacity and
use was coming under critical examination. During this period many examples of
microscopy techniques were developed, including new types of microscope (Clay
1924); examination of the formation of images, optical capacity, and the resolving
power of the microscope (Heimstädt 1927; Mallock 1923; Porter 1929); new
techniques in mounting slides and manipulating organisms (Klugh 1922; Pratt
1921); and experimentation involving the use of polarised light for resolving power
of compound microscopes, and background illumination (Smiles 1924; Stump
1921).

In our view, a lack of critical assessment of the capacity of the microscope in
Western Tanganyika tended to functionalise the use of a particular instrument in
the practices associated with the job of the colonial health officers. It appears that
colonial administrators focused their attention on the organisation of the health
service and the formulation of policies that could arise from the instrumental use
of the microscope and from their interpretation of the biomedical episteme (Latour
1988, 1984; Comaroff & Comaroff 1992), and did not attempt to gain a critical
understanding of the instrument itself. One can imagine that colonial health officers
were surrounded by the logistical difficulties of making proper use of the instrument
(e.g. access to blood, trained dressers, location of the clinic, validity of the sample,
etc.). In a context where there existed a high probability of failure in the use of
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the instrument, the role of the microscope becomes more significant as a symbol
of legitimacy within a ‘hierarchy of credibilities’.10 This political legitimacy was
more important than questioning the performance of the instrument per se.

The knowledge of the microscope can also be viewed from the perspectives of
people caught up in the event of forced resettlement. It should be emphasised that
we draw on people’s accounts, not in order to search for one encompassing truth,
nor to become historical relativists, but to highlight the complexity and
multifaceted nature of the topic at hand. In this case, the stories arose from the oral
historical accounts of informants, who were evacuated from the region surrounding
the Ugalla River by the British medical authorities (in southern Tabora district
north of the initial focus of the epidemic reported by Maclean above)11. People
from the area were resettled to seven sleeping sickness concentrations in the dry
seasons, June to October of 1925, 1926, and 1927. The evacuation took place
systematically according to minor territorial units, ‘gunguli’, each under a headman
and chief.12 These accounts give an insight into the way that biomedical
knowledge, when combined with political power and administrative legitimacy,
could be used to deny the knowledge, experiences, desires and life styles of people
who were exposed to the disease. People’s lives were moulded into a particular
‘problem’ that warranted a particular solution, namely human population
resettlement.

According to local historical accounts, a new disease, with which people were
unfamiliar, came to the area.13 It was reasoned that their misfortunes were a
punishment inflicted by local spirits and would continue until they were placated.
Chiefs and ritual experts slaughtered cows to the spirits of the land and to the
ancestors (Hatchell 1949:62; Wagner 1996:194, citing Gwassa, ‘Tunza papers’
1967:47).

When Dr Maclean and Hatchell arrived in Ugalla many people had died of an
unknown sickness that had been present for some time. Apparently the officials
demanded to know whether anyone was ill. Although people had been
experiencing illness, the first reaction of the locals was to deny the sickness and
hide it from the Europeans. Sick people were kept out of sight or made to walk
back and forth in front of their houses, pretending to be well. Their fears may have
related to previous experiences and imaginary associations with coercive European
labour recruitment, to German and Belgian armies stationed in the area, and to tax
collection measures in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (vide Iliffe
1979). Europeans were thus not safe to deal with. It perhaps revived fears relating
to stories that ‘certain Europeans wandered about the country seeking human blood
for the purpose of making medicine…’ As mentioned below, this interpretation
might later have been reinforced by the practice of taking blood in sleeping sickness
diagnosis. (TNA. Morogoro District, vol. 1, part A, sheets 25–6, August 1931, film
no. MF15; cited in White 1993:46).

Dr Maclean stayed in Ugalla and tried to convince people that their illness was
inflicted by tsetse flies. He told them they should not repair their houses as was
usual in the dry season, but instead make bark sacks in which to carry their
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possessions when they were evacuated. People did not believe this, as Mzee George
Ntiyama has stated: ‘there were tsetse flies before the illness came, and people
thought that—the sickness was inflicted by the spirits’ (Kakola Village, May 10
1993). When he told them they had to move, inevitably ‘people did not want to
move because they were being asked to move away from all that their lives were
built from’. In this encounter, although the illness resonated as a chord between
the local people and the experts, the cause of the illness created a cacophony of
difficulties: the local people could not understand the significance of the vector in
transmitting the disease; and the experts could not understand the significance of
the ancestral and natural spirits, or the concept of disease as punishment. The
encounter reinforced many of the original perceptions of the different parties,
perceptions whose discontinuities continue today. For example, informants who
keep bees near the Ugalla River reason that there are still tsetse fly but no disease.
One of the authors’ informants reasoned that although they had been resettled
because many people were sick, ‘after we were moved there were still very strong
tsetse fly here and we have come every year [to keep bees and to fish], therefore
how could Bwana Makeleni [Maclean] have been correct’ (Juma Lugovi & Katanga
Mboga, Senga 2 camp, field notes 10 July 1994).

In Tabora and Ufipa in the mid–1920s, colonial officers tried to survey and map
the extent, density, and movement of the disease. In order to do this the microscope
was central for identification and subsequent interventions. The analysis of blood
samples became vital to assessing the cartography of the disease. One of the
problems that the experts experienced was gaining access to people’s blood. In this
vein, a large repertoire of stories about blood emerged as dimensions of the Africans’
bestiary of science, technology and occupations in colonial Tanganyika. These
stories can be seen to represent the different beliefs of colonisers and colonised,
‘blood is the most ambiguous of bodily fluids, according to context it can signify
life and death’ (White 1993a:3), a medium with fluid boundaries through which
people could express their fears and resistance (see also Law & Mol 1994 on anaemia
in Africa).

In the case of sleeping sickness, the desire of medical administrators to extract
blood, and people’s incomprehension of microscopal analysis, exposed a foreign
kind of relationship between the illness, the tsetse fly and blood. According to
certain local informants, the breakthrough came for the medical authorities when
some people learned that if they gave blood they could obtain a source of income,
because payments were given for blood samples. For example, one local informant,
a Moravian preacher, who was born in Ugalla before the First World War,
described the sampling of blood:

The medical doctors they took blood and went to test and then they brought
back the reply to people. One day I can remember my father, may he rest
in peace, he was brutally assaulted…they came and they took blood and they
went to test it. Afterwards they came to speak with him himself and they
said ‘aah do you see this blood it is a source of gain (profit, employment)’.
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They came here, they took blood and then they gave 50 shillings to him.
He said to the person ‘and you, would you give 100 shillings for my body?’
this I would not like! But people they took money for blood.

They came and they said ‘we want sick people’, and you would reply
‘what sick people?’. Many people were being hidden and towards the end
many were dying. And when they came those medical doctors they walked
inside houses and around the back and inside another house and around the
back and inside another house in order to see whether there were sick people,
or what? But really the officials they tried their level best until the whole of
our country had been stirred up.

Myself, many times I think that it really was the assistance of God to give
[?me] religion. You see that it was really a hard life in our country to get the
word of God. It was really difficult because you could leave here, for
example, and go as far as Ndono and there you would encounter missionaries,
and then you would leave Ndono and it was not until you reached Igange
that you would find another missionary. There were so few in our country,
they would walk all around to spread the word of God, but in our country
I remember that there were so few Christians… God assisted to bring things
here…‘I am retired but I still love God’ [By implication he was arguing that
it was an act of God to take them to the sleeping sickness settlements where
missions became established and large numbers of people became Moravians
and Catholics, especially children in the process of formal education in the
mission schools.]

When we were moved we were moved by government vehicles. In 1925,
1926, and 1927. It was cars that could move people with such strength.
Others came on foot, they completely refused to climb on the lorry [because]
you understand that custom is very strong. Other people died on the road.
My father for his own stubbornness he walked and he died on the road and
was eaten by hyenas. Four old people remained who did not want to move,
three of them died and when people passed later on in the dry season, I don’t
know whether it was hyenas or what, but the people found that the old
people were already dead…they just encountered clothes and bones!

He came to stay, the mzungu (white person). He stayed for almost two
months to hasten people to make them move. He arrived many times and
he would go to see the chief and tell him or her that they had to tell the
people not to build houses and to tell people to make bark sacks. People said
‘that one is a madman’. [Fisher]: “Do you remember his name? The
mzungu”? Makeleni, Doctari Makeleni aah I remember him very well
because I saw him with my own eyes.’
(Field-work recorded interview with Teophilo Sizya Mapolo: 24.9.93. From

Fisher field diary 1994)

It is important to note that nowhere in the colonial administrative archives is it
mentioned that payments were made for blood, the emphasis being placed on the
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notion of ‘voluntary’ testing [20]. Once blood samples started to be ‘volunteered’,
native dressers were stationed with a microscope, samples were taken by these
dressers (colonial government employees and private mission personnel) and the
blood was diagnosed by European doctors (most of whom were attached to the
missions—Catholic and Moravian). This procedure was used in the tabulation of
information in order to map out the positive and negative number of cases by year,
where the disease was likely to have been contracted, and whether it was increasing
or decreasing in given areas. Finally, this generated a style of report (narrative) based
on the microscope and analysis of blood.

Cases for the region around the Ugalla River are given as 99 in 1925, and 87 in
1926 (the number of people living in the area at the time is not known, although
see below), after which people were evacuated. Interestingly, the highest number
of cases from a single location in each year, 76 and 59 respectively, were from
Ugunda where a medical doctor attached to the Moravian church hospital
specialised in treating sleeping sickness. Although the data are limited, this might
imply that the number of samples were less a reflection of exceptionally high
incidences of the disease, than of the relative closeness of centres of diagnosis and
treatment to where people lived [20]. On the basis of these figures, the Senior
Commissioner for Tabora District commented to the government Chief Secretary
in Dar Es Salaam: ‘[I]t is with the greatest satisfaction I am able to report that the
disease is still confined to the southern and thinly populated areas. It was decided
to evacuate the whole of the affected area and so far some 3,000 to 4,000 people
have been removed which is probably half the total number it is necessary to
evacuate’ [19]. In fact this was an underestimate: between 1925 and 1927 a
population of approximately 19,000 people were forcibly resettled from the region
around the Ugalla River into seven different sleeping sickness settlements ranging
in size from 1,000 to 5,000 people [21].

The resettlement move was incomprehensible to local people because they did
not make the same associations between death, disease and the need to abandon
the area where they lived. For the colonial administrators, the numerical increase
in deaths warranted public health measures in the form of forced resettlement,
whereas for local people death, ‘the fly’, constituted a part of everyday life. This
does not mean that it was an insignificant event in the lives of the people concerned,
but rather it was not seen as a failure of social organisation that warranted a
vehement physical intervention, which in their terms could evoke further
retribution from the spirits. Certainly in informants’ accounts today it is the event
of evacuation that is emphasised, not the disease. Stories abound of the burning of
huts, fear of the lorries that came to take them away, old people who refused to
leave and were eaten by hyenas, and the difficulties of life after the move:

My uncle he left [was resettled from Ugalla] and he came to Uyumbu. He
was a sick man you realise this [he had sleeping sickness], but you couldn’t
live with all those injections, injections and injections and injections. After
we had been evacuated and arrived here all the people who were sick got
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better, but he remained sick, having injection after injection until he was
tired and then took up a gun and shot himself.

Mzee Katanga (Fisher, field diary, July 1994)

After the move, people experienced extensive material hardship. Resettlement also
generated political conflicts. For instance, the settlement of Kakola (also known as
‘Ugalla’) was in the powerful Unyanyembe chiefdom.14 The move effectively
subordinated the people of Ugalla to Unyanyembe, a situation which generated
intensive disputes over a period of twenty years. In 1942 the Ugalla chiefs gained
administrative permission to return to Ugalla, but the site was not the original
location. The older Kakola people continue to refer to the new site, even though
it keeps the original name ‘Ugalla’, as ‘a place without a soul’ (Teophilo Sizya
Mapolo & George Ntiyama, both Christians, Kakola village, 10.5.93) [19]. Trying
to reorganise the soul of the people had in any case been only partially successful.
According to contemporary oral accounts, people had always returned seasonally
to hold their ngoma (drumming and dancing), to drink beer, hunt, fish and gather
honey, whilst the chiefs returned annually to worship their ancestors.

The hopes of many administrators are echoed in the sentiments expressed by the
Provincial Commissioner for Western Province: ‘[I]n their ignorance bush natives
must realise that the advantages of safe community life properly administered, must
eventually out-weigh the joys of being left alone.’[25]. Dimensions of modernity
expressed through Christian missions, education (state and mission), health care
(state and mission), agricultural and veterinary extension work (state) all gravitated
towards the spaces delimited by the resettlement schemes.15 For colonial
administrators, these settlements were to become centres where people’s identity
could be repositioned in relation to new trajectories of time, modernity, markets
or forms of organisation such as co-operatives, different farming methods and the
production of cash crops.

The aspirations of administrators for the people under their control should not
imply that some did not resist these new centralised trajectories. One such tendency
was an outright rejection of the resettlement schemes. Some simply ran away from
intervention measures and made themselves invisible in the forest. Awareness of
their actions appears in the colonial archives: for example, see sections on attempts
to improve agricultural methods by rotation of crops, ‘it was tried in a few
settlements, and not only failed but produced discontent and unrest, with a
tendency for the settlers to run into the bush…” (Fairbairn 1914:4). Many
comments of this nature are repeated in the Provincial Commissioner’s diary and
official reports from the region [26].

By the 1930s a community of British administrators, experts employed by the
Colonial Office and missionaries (predominantly British, German, French and
Dutch) experienced in tsetse reclamation work and sleeping sickness issues had
become well established in the region. In Tabora District alone Drs Maclean and
Fairbairn were employed as Sleeping Sickness Officers. There was the Moravian
hospital in Ipole, and another in Usoke where two ‘European lady medical
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assistants’ were based; at Sikonge there was another Moravian hospital where a
certain Dr Keevil specialised in sleeping sickness cases. All mission hospitals were
deemed to be on the boundaries of sleeping sickness areas and ‘rendered much
valued assistance in relation to the disease’. At Tabora there was the government
‘native hospital’ and twelve government-trained and—employed Sanitation
Inspectors. Each settlement had a native dresser (a government employee),
microscope and health centre (both state and mission). This formed the foundation
for a technoscientific practice concerned with public health.

The microscope seems to have legitimised the need to try to control and purify
the infected areas and people. In this sense the microscope was not only capable
of creating a network between different things, elements and people, but also
generated a new field of action, drawing on organising processes that had
implications well beyond the biomedical language and practices. The form of some
of these interventions, such as settlement concentrations, were established by the
Desart Committee in 1914 and were taken into British government policy in
Tanganyika after the First World War.

One of the issues then becomes, how to understand the political importance of
microscopal diagnosis for the practices of the civil servants? The figures given in
the above text convey the impression that the overall sample, certainly in the
Tabora-Ufipa region, was too small to warrant the panic that there was an
uncontrollable epidemic raging through the area. This is not to doubt that there
was a disease present of which people were dying, or that the microscope played
a central role in scientifically establishing the existence of contaminated blood and
providing the evidence to link this to the vector, the tsetse fly—which it should
be remembered was the ‘enemy’ of progress and represented the threat of
uncontrolled land use practices.

The microscope was used to locate the boundaries of the disease. It was not,
however, the docile technology that it may appear to have been at first sight. The
instrumentality of the microscope was constituted through a tortuous set of
procedures, whose critical points were: an adequate supply of blood, the
geographical location of patients and microscopes, whether dressers had a
disciplined eye to identify trypanosome-infected blood and, finally, diagnosis of
infection levels in order to administer drug treatments. The commoditisation of
blood allowed for its extraction. Its subsequent use enabled medical officers to
disembody the epidemic from people. In effect, this transformed the locally situated
social life of the disease into its expression as clinical cases that became the basis for
medical and public health procedures.

The statistical data generated by those engaged in the sphere of sleeping sickness
control in the Western Province of Tanganyika are highly revealing, not only in
terms of the information they purport to convey, but also because they are based
on the aggregation of people into units of ‘population’. For a disease to exist in the
form of an ‘epidemic’ (‘affecting at once a large number …a disease attacking many
persons at the same time’, Concise English Dictionary 1992), a population must
exist which can be enumerated and subsumed within statistical data by officials
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(whose role encompasses a legitimacy to carry this out). Once this has occurred it
is a short step to institute radical changes in the way people live, in the name of
disease prevention, ‘hygiene’ (‘the art of health…the science of the prevention of
disease…sanitary science’, ibid.), in the form of ‘public health measures’.

Moore (1996:10–12) argues that through the development of specific
techniques, knowledge and expertise, science and public health have been
particularly powerful means of managing populations. She draws on Foucault (1991:
99–100) to make connections between public health measures and the purpose of
government. As in the case of human sleeping sickness, forms and techniques of
knowledge, generated in relation to ‘the welfare of the population’, become a
means to establish the layers of a bureaucracy and to tie people into processes
beyond their control but in which they are forced to participate directly or
indirectly (ibid: 10).

Resettlement schemes can be seen as purifying attempts to establish modernity
in the area. On the one hand, they were legitimised as places where local people’s
bodies could receive protection from the sleeping sickness and contact with the
fly; on the other, their minds could become receptive to proper training in order
to remove the contamination of primitiveness and instil the pursuit of progress.
There were, however, parallel manifestations of locally situated modernities and
purification acts that can be seen as counter-tendencies to the above processes. One
such manifestation was the popularity of the witch-finding movement known as
‘Muchape’, which entered the sleeping sickness realm in Western Tanganyika in
the 1930s.

Practices of purification, sleeping sickness and
modernities

Witchcraft is typically associated with ‘affairs of the earth’: issues of power, personal
conflict, misfortune and the need to distribute blame and seek redress. Mary
Douglas argues that considerations pertaining to witchcraft can give insight into
disease; it can be suggested that these considerations also provide an entry point
into local situations, where objects and properties of modernity, brought by
Europeans, were drawn on and combined in new ways by Africans (Douglas 1992,
1994:85).

In the 1930s, a witch-finding movement known as ‘Muchape’ was brought from
Malawi and Northern Rhodesia into southern Tanganyika and became very
popular in the area that was resettled under the direction of Dr Maclean and Mr
Hatchell in the mid–1920s.16 It can be argued that this witch-finding movement
was an expression of modernity at the local level, and in this context, a local fight
against sleeping sickness and sleeping sickness interventions. The tsetse fly itself had
become a sorcerer’s familiar that could be sent to cause fatal injury from a distance
(Willis 1968:4). The Muchape witch-finding movement was notably different from
other local ways of dealing with witchcraft, namely through private, individual
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accusations between known parties. Muchape, in contrast, was public, collective
and mobilised large numbers of people.

An account of a Muchape witch-finding ceremony in Sumbawanga on 22
August 1933 is described by a certain Edward Shaba, an African clerk originating
from Sumbawanga and employed by the colonial service [26]. In Shaba’s account
some 2,000 people assisted in the public ceremony near Sumbawanga, males and
females sat outside in a large circle:

inside the circle is a collection of horns, gourds and other items used by
people to keep their medicines in. This circle is called a ‘guard’, if a man has
been searched or examined and found to be a bad person he sits inside the
circle which is a sign to others that he is a human flesh eater. The men are
in a long row on one side and women the other. The Mganga Mkubwa (big
doctor) is feared by people and honoured by chiefs. He carries a zebra tail
decorated with beads, and a large Ilizi round his neck and a whistle in hand.
The whistle is blown for silence. The Mganga Mkubwa stands in the centre
of the horns containing dawa (medicine) collected from accused people.

The big doctor does not speak directly to the people. A spokesperson for the
Mganga Mkubwa preaches and explains the work and says: ‘We are here to purge
the country and to save people. Missionaries have not succeeded. We follow the
commandment of God who says thou shalt not kill.’ In this narrative, white
missionaries are presented as powerless to stop people from dying. The big doctor
portrays himself as part of the Christian tradition, while the ceremony is directed
towards persuading people to show their medicines publicly to the big doctor,
whose authority finally resides in the act of gazing at the medicines. Medicine is
clearly an idiom of power and the act of medicine surveillance is central in the
Muchape ceremony to resist poisoning. The spokesman for the Mganga Mkubwa
clearly states that if people refuse to produce medicines for examination they will
die. The narrative emphasises that the witch-finding movement has come to the
country to save people from dying or being poisoned by friends. If a man drinks
this medicine ‘mchapi’ he will never die, even when given poisonous food to eat.

This description clearly highlights a conflict over who has the power to carry
out purification practices and protect people. Missionaries are portrayed as unable
to identify polluted ‘human flesh eaters’, and therefore less powerful than the
Mganga Mkubwa who is honoured by local authorities. The big doctor is able to
construct a discourse with past and present images, making visible the way in which
semantic manoeuvres challenged the authority of white missionaries and by
implication the colonial administration.

‘Mchapi’ refers to the ‘resisting poison’ that is central to the ceremony, of which
there were two kinds, a brown medicine and pure clear water. According to Shaba,
a notice was issued by the chiefs of the district saying that a big doctor (Mganga
Mkubwa) would come to search both young and old people for witchcraft
medicines. Failure to participate, whether they were Christian or not, would brand
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someone as a witch (mchawi). The witch doctors who came into the locality from
elsewhere said they had been sent by the government to find wizards.

The Muchape movement in Ufipa in the 1930s was a locally situated purification
process. We can clearly observe the use of devices and ideas that can be recognised
as appropriated from European colonialism (for an interesting treatment of
similitude, reflection and mirrors see Foucault 1970/74:17–45). The use of modern
elements has resonances of a history of previous encounters with missionaries and
bureaucrats as well as evoking the people’s own past. For example, the witch-
finders drew on claims to legitimacy based on the government, and potency based
on the failures of the missionaries in their purification attempts, constructing a
powerful counter-narrative. Similarly, objects of apparent European power such
as mirrors and glass bottles featured prominently during the ceremony (Comaroff
& Comaroff 1993:227). Furthermore, these practices also drew on potent local
traditions, such as making medicinal incisions in the skin for protective medicine.
In this sense the Muchape movement can be interpreted as a ceremony embedding
and locally situating modernity, a process of blending together and relocating
people’s beliefs and practices. The Muchape allowed people to engage in a counter-
work to both colonial and localised discourses and values. This is clearly delineated
in the following account of Edward Shaba:

The Mganga stands and says that clean people will not be caught but wizards
will. The Mganga alone will choose between good and bad. He says that the
Christians argue against the Muchape, but some of the native ministers have
been found in possession of a skull of a European lady. So don’t trust
Christians, he said, they are great wizards.

Then the whistle is blown again for total silence. The Mganga Mkubwa
calls a follower who brings a bottle of brown liquid and a glass. He sprinkles
medicine on a glass [mirror] and wipes it off with a handkerchief. The
Mganga calls people by numbers, not mentioning a single name. He turns
his back to the men and gazes at the glass, and says ‘Number One, get away
from the row.’ You are clean or not a mchawi and the person leaves with
vigelegele [?] from his relatives. The Waganga know by looking in the mirror
that someone is a wizard. Then someone will have the ‘guard’ said instead
of being clean and his followers will drag him into the circle of medicine
horns. In this case the person resists saying he is not a mchawi, but he is beaten
until he yields. As he enters the circle people taunt him as a flesh eater. To
others he would say this man has some human flesh in his stomach and the
audience mock. The Mganga blows his whistle before searching the women’s
side. The same things happened. When finished he blows his whistle and
says: ‘I now tell you that these people are wizards that eat human flesh and
have reduced tax and have caused loss to people by killing your friends and
eating them.’ Now, says the Mganga Mkubwa, ‘I will give them mchapi to
drink and make each one eat the poison they have used to kill people. They
will not die because they will first drink the mchapi.’ He gives each his own
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medicine and then these people are kicked and made to dance witch songs
while eating and chewing medicine. He beats each with a tail and then
sprinkles brown mchapi to show that they are clean and will not bewitch
people. The Mganga’s followers then cook ugali (maize meal) cutting it into
small round pieces and placing it on the ground in rows, with a mixture of
hair from the man’s forehead who is going to take that dose, they also scrape
the toenail of the man who will swallow the ugali. People then go home
happy and sure that they have overcome their difficulties and that no one
will attempt to poison them or bewitch them.

After drinking mchapi no one will attempt to bewitch others or they
themselves may die. A wizard would die that day if he drank the medicine
and then tried to practice his art. He will never be angry at any offence, or
disappointed, always happy with anybody, even with his enemies. No one
will attempt to have sex with a woman in the bush or they will both die at
the same time. A wizard who has drunk Mchapi will be declared clean and
no one afraid, congratulated for casting his medicine away.

After a person has drunk brown mchapi he must then drink another mchapi
to protect him from poisonous food, etc. This costs 1d—4d [old pence].
Brown mchapi costs 4d, and the clear water 1d any size. Also mchapi followers
prepare Ilizi (protective charm) for 1/•  to 6/• . After drinking the bottle of
water it must not be filled with common water but you must wait for the
rains in the bush and not drink from the river where people draw water.
This will renew your medicine and will be a safeguard against all dangerous
poison taken.

These people mostly accuse poor, old, and feeble men and women, and
those with an ugly face, and dirty. If they see a young man clean and well
clothed they simply pass by. We were there, but they never took notice of
us as we were sitting near the chiefs noting down what we saw and heard.
Some chiefs were not accused at the ceremony but privately in their huts at
night-time. Provided of course they pay the Mganga good money then it
will prevent him from exposing people, even though some of them were
badly suspected by their own people to be great wizards. The witch-finders
are only after money that is all, nothing else but money.

The writer questioned the Mganga to prove [that] the woman who had
been exposed had human flesh in or near her house and the man had flesh
in his stomach. To this the Mganga failed and said ‘I know you Christians,
you come to interfere’. The Mganga said that the mchawi would not now be
caught because of this interference. These men were arrested by the
government [D.C.J.O’Brien] and sentenced to three years with a fine of £15
to be distributed as compensation to those exposed as mchawi. The chief was
deposed by the government.

(Thus concluded the account of the clerk, Edward Shaba).
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A good illustration of the Muchape, as an expression of people’s capacity to
reposition modernity within the familiar is the case of Chief Katonda (Mwami
Katonda) of Uruwira. Uruwira was a sleeping sickness settlement for people
evacuated from near the Ugalla River. Mwami Katonda apparently became a
professional exponent of Muchape, and an expert at dealing with sleeping sickness,
having obtained some bottles and mirrors from Father Osther at Uruwira Mission.
He apparently published far and wide that he practised Muchape with the approval
of Father Osther.

Mirrors as a device of European potency were repositioned within the
cosmology of the Muchape ceremony. The mirror contributed to producing a
different representation of sleeping sickness phenomena than the one put forward
by the colonial administration based on the use of the microscope. It seems that
the ceremonial use of the mirror was significant in breaking the chain of connection
between infected blood, the vector and the construction of the epidemic. Although
the Muchape movement was not against modernity per se, it no longer reproduced
the dominant belief in the need to resettle people, and in so doing the Muchape
movement eroded trust in the colonial experts and their purifying measures. The
Muchape movement was making partial connections between discursive and
material elements and the critical events taking place at the local level, signalling
with the ceremony and the presence of the ‘big doctor’ the distance between
people’s experiences and the experts’ use of sophisticated instruments like the
microscope. In this fashion local people were re-drawing boundaries from the other
end of the knowledge spectrum to make sense of sleeping sickness.

By the use of mirrors, the Muchape ceremony eroded the social distance that
the Europeans had created through the boundaries of administrative control and
public health measures. Through the use of reflections on everyday life, the
Muchape movement questioned the enlightenment of the microscope to generate
explanations for contaminated spaces. It postulated that sleeping sickness was a
result of the power of witchcraft. The Muchape movement presented a reality that
was experienced not as a disintegration of their ‘old world’ but rather as a living
ensemble of imagined and felt experiences that encountered and reassembled
aspects of science and witchcraft. In this situation, enlightenment and witchcraft
were part of two worlds that somehow emulated each other in a natural duplication
of realities and images; and one would find it impossible to say which of these had
the dominant say in constructing the boundaries17 that located modernity. From
the West one might say that the microscope has a stronger influence than the
receptive mirror of the Muchape ceremony; nevertheless we should not forget that
the microscope itself is constituted by mirrors and the use of light. However, the
symmetrical rivalry between colonial administrators and local witch-finders about
how to use mirrors, were not equal tournaments of value or dignity. This
asymmetry is expressed in the manner in which colonial administrators reported
the Muchape movement and tried to contain it through arresting the practitioners
of the cult. But one thing is clear, the clear reflection of the mirror reproduced
different locally situated forms of purification.
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This interface provided locals with a particular way of appropriating and
circulating elements and devices of modernity. It positioned local people in wider
fields of action than those arising from the immediate contact with missionaries,
colonial bureaucrats of the region, and other Europeans. These wider fields of
action were the construction of arenas of conflict where the local people were able
to fight against witches opposed to modernity, and create forums where they could
have a dialogue with missionaries and gain an ability to negotiate with colonial
administrators. Local emporiums were present in which the Muchapi medicine
was transacted. In engaging with these elements, Africans were enrolled at one and
the same time in the witch-finding cult and in monetary exchanges. This confronts
us with a history of engagements and counterworks that take place with the spread
of modernity.

Sleeping sickness was used as a property in different ways by local people and
bureaucrats. For those engaged in the ceremony, Muchape created a materialistic
base from which to consider the disease as an accusation against modernity at the
local level. For the local administrators the disease was the outcome of ignorance
and bad practices by local people and warranted public health measures. In this
sense the Muchape movement against witches was trying to neutralise, through
processes of purification, threats to the establishment of modernity. The sleeping
sickness resettlement concentrations provided particularly fertile ground for the
movement because of the number of people located together, the ways their lives
were reorganised, and the forms of education, religion and extension work that
people were submitted to [5]. This generated processes of tension, fear and anxiety.

In contrast to purification practices such as Muchape, public health and tsetse
eradication measures epitomised scientific purification methods used by some
colonial administrators in the construction of the project of modernisation. A wider
range of practices was put to purification ends, for example: the resettlement of the
human population and imposition of quarantine measures on people and land; bush
destruction through clearing, burning and poisoning; game destruction through
traps, poison and shooting; the sterilisation of people’s blood through drugs such
as Bayer 205 and Tryparsamide, and for cattle through Tartar emetic, and
experiments with arsenic compounds to render cattle poisonous to the tsetse fly.
An interesting and central feature of the tsetse eradication experiments is how
science, in the form of ‘the experiment’, was used in order to legitimise expert
practices. This comes across clearly in another example, the case of the famous
‘Shinyanga experiment’, where, apparently, bush was totally cleared over an area
of 24 square miles and the game shot. The shooting of game was not indiscriminate,
but involved the killing of specific species at pre-determined times, with success
measured in death counts, analysis of blood and tsetse counts [6].

The images of the experiments in purification to eradicate the fly warrant
inclusion:

[i]ntestines [livestock] filled with blood and water have been dropped on the
backs of men and each has been probed by flies (morsitans) coming to the
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latter as (probably) would have fed anyhow. Pieces of newly-flayed ox-skin
carried on the shoulders of men have been probed fairly freely both from
the hairy side and the flesh side even when a day old (but still moist) [6].

The use of pickets of ‘fly-boys’ draped with wet skins smeared with glue or blood
in order to attract and trap tsetse flies was the subject of extensive experiments.

Colonial administrative purification practices tried to simplify unknown local
complexities, separating elements from elements and people from people. Through
a range of techno-scientific devices, colonial bureaucrats were able to build for
themselves a sense of moral integrity and an exclusive inter-subjectivity. This
generated the basis on which to design a vantage point that could be used to
reorganise and develop people’s lives and locally situated spaces and resources. The
new associations were directed towards the creation of a pure and predictable
landscape, together with more familiar social relationships and processes of
governance. Purification through science in Africa was possibly one of the last
historical stands of the West’s nightmares against imaginary entities—monsters,
epidemics and vectors—which had previously populated the dark ages of Europe.
For the critical mind of modernity, security and prediction rested in burning the
arenas of uncontrollable demons that could challenge the pilgrimage toward
modernity. The light of the purifying flames of science brought onto a world-
scenario the reflections of nostalgic shadows performing the final embodiment of
experimental purification, but when boundaries were crossed, the Muchape
experience contested the authority of science, as a prelude to a new era of local
power claims.

Conclusion

The constitution of a community of administrators and soul
managers

In our argument we have suggested that the establishment of the colonial
administration was in part the result of a set of practices generated in an unknown
and ‘hostile’ local context after the British took over control of Tanganyika
Territory from the Germans. The encounter between the administrators and the
local situation implied first the need to explore the boundaries of the territorial unit
and its ‘problems’. This was done through administrative practices (i.e. tour of
duty). These practices generated a rich repertoire of information, facts, description,
native ethnographies, surveys of natural resources and the demarcation of judicial
administration. The information that was obtained allowed administrators to
imagine differences and organise other relationships between nature, society, and
the boundaries of the colonial project. The use of the information and associations
constituted the local administration and administrative practices. This generated a
language of report writing, in particular the District Books and Annual Reports,
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that bound together a hierarchy of credibility of different authorities in the colonial
civil service. Health administrative practices forced the officials to create pockets
of techno-scientific knowledge in order to legitimise their policy implementation.
In so doing, the role of the microscope, we have argued, was central.

The microscope’s use facilitated the British policy of sleeping sickness
resettlement concentrations. The resettlement schemes not only transformed the
physical landscape but generated possibilities for local people to experience and
internalise the diffusion of modernity. Some unintended consequences of these
processes, such as the Muchape witch-finding movement, lead us to question the
capacity of the colonial administrators to translate directly the use of Western
instrumentality to explain local realities: one has only to note the difficulties that
arose in trying to verify, quantify and map sleeping sickness. It is possible to argue
that these ‘difficulties’ generated semi-autonomous fields of action from the point
of view of local health officers (cf. Moore 1973). On the one hand administrators
had to face and deal with situations with which they had no previous experience
or administrative guidelines. This lack of a blueprint provided them with wide
powers of decision making and discretion. On the other hand, administrators were
part of a hierarchy of authority to which they were answerable. This hierarchy was
rapidly generating standardised practices and creating fixed administrative offices,
such as those of the ‘Native Authorities’, through which ‘indirect rule’ was
implemented. As offices were established, and foreign civil servants and local power
holders moved through the ranks, ‘the office’ itself came to embody an agency
internalised by the office holder, who reembodied modernity in standardised
patterns of local action, and attended to the cultural construction of the intent and
interpretation of modernity.18

The fight against diseases set up organising processes that in fifteen or so years
consolidated boundaries and filled them from within, through critical interventions
which had the role of purifying the contaminated character of the area and people
within the administration, and created a cartography of tsetse control based on the
reconstruction of people and landscapes. Intervention attempted to diminish
diversity and ordered the reconstruction of elements so as to make people and
events predictable. In these actions, techno-scientific instruments such as the
microscope were used to establish the bureaucratic service, rather than to add new
knowledge to existing bodies of knowledge as an end in itself. This generated
reinforcements of colonial authority in the practice of governing the soul of the
natives, although it did not necessarily create a total monopoly of power and
knowledge. During this period, government emphasis shifted away from an
administration trying to keep ‘the forests at bay’, to the actual management of
modern people.

Colonialism was a process in which different elements—such as maps,
microscopes and blood—were assembled together in new ways which put together
both European and African ‘tradition’, and in so doing, established particular local
situations of modernity. In this process of transformation, blood, the fly and
resettlement schemes generated a different local complexity. The colonial
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administrator was in a difficult and sometimes personally uncomfortable position,
but one that was never in tune with the local people and their environments. The
final transition of a biomedical episteme to a development economic one coincided
with the entrenchment of a colonial administration that sought to politically control
space and people. Our concern in looking for partial connections lies in the
intention to understand the counter-tendencies generated by the fight against
sleeping sickness and the creation of modernity in Tanganyika.
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Notes

1 To facilitate reading, the chapter does not give named references in the text for all
archival and other secondary source material. However, a complete list of these
sources appears above, with corresponding numbers in square brackets in the text.

2 We would like to thank Norman Long for a valuable conversation on mirrors,
witchcraft and religion whose convivial circumstances stimulated us to continue. We
extend our gratitude to Jan den Ouden for a thoughtful reading of the text and to
Julia Guivant for her comments on an earlier draft. Our thanks also to Gerard
Verschoor whose Latourian perspective has provided a springboard for thought.

3 The biomedical episteme represented a sense of order, which was in itself carrying
the spirit and agent of modernity. This was represented by the link between the
reaction against diseases, dirt and the sense of control and purification of the colonial
administrators, expressed at this time through the identification, control and re-
organisation of people’s lives and places, that contributed to the establishment of the
foreign civil service and the construction of sleeping sickness settlements, the posts
of modernity. In this sense the language of medicine is a representation of modernity
and the need to reconstruct through biology and medicine the control and
organisation of Africa’s nature. See also Foucault 1974:71.

4 The use of magnifying lenses has been traced to Roman and Greek times and arguably
earlier. However, an instrument that can be held to be an early prototype of the
microscope first began to be used to examine minute objects in the late sixteenth
century when it was introduced to the public view by Zacharias Jansens and his son.
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It was not until the latter part of the seventeenth century that magnifying instruments
started to be technically developed and used for scientific purposes when descriptions
began to emerge of objects examined through the microscope and classified, such as
‘The Parts of a Bee’ by Stelluti, in 1685 (Hogg 1858).

In the eighteenth century advances in microscope construction started to make
visible the invisibility of nature by providing the expert with a means to access ‘those
specks of life’ (Baker 1753. Vol. 2:229). It also contributed to the establishment of
epistemic communities…by affording a new source of rational amusement…(Hogg
1858:9).

5 An unknown disease, later thought to be human Trypanosomiasis, was reported in
Uganda in 1901. By 1906 this is held to have claimed 200,000 lives. The disease was
also present in Mozambique, the Congo, and the Zambezi valley, as well as other
areas of Central and West Africa. Sleeping sickness was ‘discovered’ in Tanganyika
around Lake Victoria in 1904. There were subsequent outbreaks along the shores of
Lake Tanganyika and the Rovuma River in the south (Fairbairn 1948; Kjekshus 1977:
165–6). Before the First World War the German government in German East Africa
(Tanganyika) erected treatment centres where sick people could be isolated,
‘reclaimed’ areas of bush from tsetse and shot wild animals in the field. They did not
resettle people as a sleeping sickness measure (Maclean 1930). Extensive cases of
sleeping sickness only appear to have occurred after the First World War.

6 Tsetse control was initially under the Department of Tsetse Control and Game
Preservation. This was later split into two separate departments, one for tsetse research
and control, the other for wildlife conservation and game control (1929).

7 There are maps from as early as 1913 which trace the ‘advance of the fly’ within
‘tsetse belts’ (Kjekshus 1977:164) through German and British colonial times. The
idea that the fly could be identified in a particular location, within bounded units
known as ‘tsetse belts’, implied that the fly was the vanguard of the return of nature
against civilisation. The idea was that if the fly could not be contained then the forest
would take over, as the Provincial Commissioner for the Western Province
pessimistically anticipated in 1932: ‘in a few years time the bulk of the province
entrusted to his care will be uninhabited wilderness’ (TNA, 21575, 1932,
administrative comment at back of file). In this respect, maps performed the role of
making visible the invisible threat, and in doing so, visibility became the first step
towards keeping a record on policy implementation. This is a clear case where
cartography became integrated with administrative procedures in the colonial civil
service.

8 For example, no person could leave a sleeping sickness concentration without a road
pass issued free by the local dresser or dispenser after a medical examination (1933).
Or, labour recruits from Tabora District were quarantined for two weeks after a visit
to a medical officer before they could be registered (1937) (Tabora District Book,
Microfiche, Rhodes House).

9 Low numbers of diagnosed sleeping sickness cases relative to the size of the human
population and vast numbers of people who were concentrated into sleeping sickness
settlements continue in later statistics. For example, in Tabora District: 1925, 99 cases:
1926, 223 cases: 1927, 102 cases: 1928, 411 cases: 1929, 85 cases: 1930, 469 cases:
1931, 357 cases 1932, 424 cases (Tabora District Book, microfiche, Rhodes House,
Oxford). In 1925/7 and 1936/7 a total of 28,500 people were resettled in this area
(Fairbairn 1948) on the basis of these cases.

ELEANOR FISHER AND ALBERTO ARCE 95



10 For example, Bagshawe, the Provincial Commissioner for Western Province,
commented in his diary that there were practically no new cases of sleeping sickness
reported at Nyonga in 1935 due to blindness on the part of a certain Dr Richards,
who later retired (RH. Mss.Afr.s. 279–306, Private Diary, vol. xvii, 16 November
1934).

11 This information is based on research carried out on people who go to the Ugalla
River to fish and keep bees in the dry season, and was collected by Fisher between
1992 and 1994. A large number of discussions referred to the sleeping sickness
evacuation, deemed as an important collective event and historical reference point.
Detailed interviews with five male informants are of note in this context. They are
Chief Nsokoro Mvulla, Mzee George Ntiyama, Mzee Teophilo Sizya Mapolo, Mzee
Martin Mpenta Chalamila, and Mzee Lucas Songo, each of whom was born before
the First World War and can remember the move.

12 Colonial administrators worked through the structure of the ‘Native Authorities’,
African chiefs, drawn into the colonial bureaucratic structure (see Abrahams 1967).
This led to tensions in the allegiances of the respective chiefs as they tried to balance
relationships with colonial administrators with their relationships to people who did
not want to be moved. Mtemi Nsokoro Mvulla, who became a Galla chief following
his father’s death shortly after being resettled, said that the chiefs were consulted about
the move and where they wished to move to, but at the same time their houses were
burnt and they had no choice as to whether they actually wanted to move or not
(Interview notes, July 1994).

13 The lack of knowledge of sleeping sickness might indicate that it was a new disease
to the area as informants gave extensive details about other diseases and how they
were treated. For example, if a person contracted small-pox they were sent to live or
die in the forest and food would be left for them at a distance from their camp. If a
person had hook-worm, the last piece of millet meal from the meal would be thrown
at the place where the person had sat and the hook-worm told to stay away. Venereal
disease became bad in the area after people went to work on the railway (early
twentieth century). If a stranger visited they would be offered food, but afterwards
the stool they sat on would be turned upside down until it was known whether they
were in good health.

14 Kakola settlement was an area on the border of open country which was cleared for
sleeping sickness resettlement. Three thousand local inhabitants were used as labour
for nearly a month to clear the land. They were supervised by Mr Stiebel, the District
Administrative Officer. Mr Swynnerton, the Director of Game Preservation, visited
the settlement to evaluate progress. In 1925, 1,350 people were resettled in an area
of eight square miles, which was extended to nine square miles in 1926, when a
further 50–100 people were moved into the area, totalling approximately 1,400
inhabitants.

15 The importance of the sleeping sickness settlement as a focus for modernising
concerns is conveyed in the case of sleeping sickness settlements in Buha to the west
of the area with which we are concerned. In the 1930s an intensive wrangle occurred
between the Neukurchen Mission, the Christian Missionary Society and the Society
of Missionaries for Africa (White Fathers) over which mission should gain the rights
to establish their schools within each settlement. The White Fathers started to build
schools very rapidly in an active attempt to exclude the other missions (TNA.21711,
n.d. see correspondence).
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16 Muchape has been known by various terms in East Africa (Muchappe, Ranger 1969;
Kamcape, Willis 1968). Forms of Muchape reappeared in the region in 1943–4, 1954,
and 1963–4 (Willis 1968). According to a minute from the Secretary for Native Affairs
(Bagshawe, RH.Mss. 3059, report held with private diary, vols. xv and xvi) Muchape
was held to have started in Nyasaland in 1930 when a chief obtained and sold a drug
manufactured from millet and bark extracts. This drug was used in public witch-
finding ceremonies that relied on the use of mirrors to find out who possessed
witchcraft substances and provide the medicine as an antidote. Significantly, the drug
entered into commoditised relations of exchange, to the extent that '[t]he chief’s
business and profits were so great that he was unable to dispose of his wares himself
so he confined his energies to manufacturing the stuff and employed his agents to
hawk [it]…’.

17 A key means of dealing with misfortune and witchcraft accusations was for people to
move house. People were unable to move from the sleeping sickness concentrations
but many informants whose families were evacuated from Ugalla suggest today that
they moved from the concentrations at a later date due to problems of witchcraft.
Similar situations are reported in the case of villagisation (government-led post
Independence population resettlements) around the 1970s.

18 A good example of the entrenchment of bureaucratic procedures and practices appears
in the autobiography of F.G. ‘Beeswax’ Smith (Three Cells of Honey Comb 1994)
describing his experiences in Tabora Region, Tanganyika from 1949 to 1961. ‘The
correct way of doing things was laid down in GENERAL ORDERS and
FINANCIAL ORDERS, from the addressing of letters right through to the various
allowances which officers of various ranks could claim for travelling, hire of porters
for foot safaris, hotel allowances and so forth’. He describes how each officer was
responsible for the expenditure of government funds allocated to him for his work,
and the way that details were carefully recorded in what was called ‘The Vote Book’.
Stores were also carefully controlled. ‘Every officer had to write a monthly report
and submit it to his immediate superior. I received simple but very informative reports
from the African beekeeping instructors, written in Swahili, some in Arabic script.
In turn I wrote my monthly report to my Head of Department. I found this an
excellent exercise for organising one’s thoughts. The monthly reports made the
building blocks for the all important Annual Report, and helped to make sure nothing
of importance was overlooked. I have made some mention of these routine matters
because from what I have seen of some other civil services, the flaws of which rose
to headline dimensions in the 1980s, governments could learn much from the
Colonial Service, later known as Her Majesty’s Overseas Civil Service. My final,
really big achievement of that first tour was to get my research station built in 1952.
Built to my design, it contained two offices, one for me and one for my clerk, a
microscope laboratory with storage for an herbarium, a chemical laboratory and a
photographic darkroom’ (Smith 1994: 46–8). In an interview with one of Smith’s
clerks, later to become the first Tanzanian Director of the Beekeeping Department,
he chuckled: ‘Yes, I remember the laboratory, I used to brew honey beer there and
compare notes with Father Chuck (a White Father) at the beekeepers’ co-operative’
(Mr Ntenga, 9 September 1993, Fisher, field diary).
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6
Development discourse and its subversion

Decivilisation, depoliticisation and dispossession in West
Africa1

James Fairhead

Introduction

In this chapter, I merely want to add to a now extensive literature which exemplifies
again and again how the elaboration of problems and solutions in development
policy interlocks with, and stabilises, the production of natural and social scientific
‘knowledge’ which is demonstrably wrong, or at least highly partial.

Focusing on the environment and development nexus in West Africa, and
‘anthropogenic impact’, I want to sketch how such precarious knowledge is held
(in the sense of stabilised and reproduced) within both the institutional structures
of science and policy, and their reasoning. But I want also to consider whether
other parameters are not implicated which enable the false not to be falsified. In
particular, I want to explore three processes often linked with development, but
themselves linked by a sense of on-going diminishment—decivilisation,
depoliticisation and dispossession.

The concept of decivilisation focuses on the detachment of ‘development
discourse’ from the philosophy of the subject, and when doing so it becomes
‘disengaged and disarticulated from processes of thinking, arguing and acting which
we call civilisation’ (Hobart 1995:3; cf. Baudrillard et al. 1988:214). Put bluntly,
the concept reminds us that in becoming knowledge’s subjects, one becomes
subjected. Depoliticisation is best exemplified in development by Ferguson (1990;
see also Escobar 1984), who argued that the disjuncture between development
realities, and realities as expressed ‘within the field’ is an expression of development
as ‘anti-politics machine’. In his words:

Interventions are organised on the basis of this structure of [development]
knowledge, which, while failing on their own terms, nonetheless have
regular effects, which include the expansion and entrenchment of
bureaucratic state power, side by side with the projection of a representation
of economic and social life which denies ‘politics’ and, to the extent that it
is successful, suspends its effects… The ‘development apparatus’ is an ‘anti-
politics machine’ depoliticising everything it touches, everywhere whisking



political realities out of sight, all the while performing, almost unnoticed, its
own pre-eminently political operation of expanding bureaucratic state power.

(Ferguson 1990: xv)

Depoliticisation as a concept reminds us how ideas of ‘objectivity’ support the hand
of bureaucratic management, and of bureaucratic managers.

The third concept, dispossession, is blunt enough to need little elaboration.
Nevertheless, it reminds us not to forget the material effects when recalling what
might otherwise be rather lofty concepts of decivilisation and depoliticisation. As
Roe has argued, narratives of environmental crisis as portrayed by development
organisations and fuelled with their associated sciences—are ‘the primary means
whereby development experts and the institutions for which they work claim rights
to stewardship over land and resources which they do not own’ (Roe 1995:1066).
The appropriateness of the term ‘stewardship’ here affirms the links between
dispossession, the anti-politics machine, and decivilisation. In ‘development’,
bureaucratic stewardship, which claims objective ‘rationality’ in resource
management, gains rights to usurp personal control, and to suspend it until people
in social action themselves become ‘rational’—in other words, indefinitely.

Thus formulated, these three processes might reasonably be considered as linked.
It can be argued further that at the heart of processes of decivilisation,
depoliticisation or dispossession in the field of environment and development lurks
a conceptual object of Cartesian beauty: ‘nature’, an idea which in its
conservationist incarnation encourages people to think themselves out of the world
when considering it. On reflection, this particular nature is in essence anti-
civilisation, anti-politics and anti-possession.

If science is predicated on this nature being ‘rational’, predictable, hence
‘knowable’, then conservation or environment-and-development is predicated on
it being ‘rational’, predictable and bureaucratically ‘manageable’. So in a very real
sense, ‘globalisation’ in environment-and-development circles happened long ago;
at the time when the nature it dealt with became constituted as independent of
time, space and subjective perspective. The ‘natural’ sciences (and nature itself)
became defined around ideas of replicability, and modes of simulation, modelling
and coherence.2 Such replicability is today a major concern in development
research, where it inheres in the idea of ‘pilot projects’ and of ‘scaling up’ of locally-
specific development actions. Simulation, modelling and coherence are the tools
of planning and the stuff of analytical ‘overviews’ designed to tease out generalities.3

Indeed development studies frequently aspire to ‘natural science’ status.
In the particular cases which I want to examine briefly, the way ‘anthropogenic

impact’ has been constituted within the natural science canon of environment-and-
development has obscured (a) how different locations and ecologies may respond
to use in very different ways, and (b) how the landscape responds to use today may
depend upon how it responded to use before; in short, how the impact of land use
may be both locationally and historically contingent, and how local consideration
and use of landscape may respond to this. This is the stuff of post-modern natural
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science; of non-equilibrium ecology, but it is far from the science driving
development policy.

Today, and perhaps as never before, nature is exemplified in tropical rainforests.
As I wander home from Brighton railway station, I am greeted by the daubed
slogan ‘Dig Up The Roads—Global Forest Now’. Forests have become the lungs
of the world, turning car fumes into biomass and oxygen. They are the kidneys of
the world, returning polluted ground-water, purified to the atmosphere to fall once
again as fresh rain. They are the world’s immune system, set to provide an infinity
of cures to an infinity of as yet unknown diseases. And if homogenisation is the
late twentieth century’s anxiety, forests have come to represent its antithesis, the
guardians of diversity, not merely ‘bio-diversity’, but also social diversity. For it is
here that one finds ‘forest people’—living archives of inspiration for music, fashion,
ritual and drug use. Here, conservation agencies not only conserve places, but
conserve ‘protected people in protected places’, to crib the title of a recent IUCN
publication. Captured by conservation, a ‘forest people’s’ authenticity—its
fundamental identity—comes to depend on a continuing forest location.

Ecologists have become the other bona fide forest inhabitants, in their quest to
understand ‘natural’ dynamics in the raw, beyond human influence. In a world
without people, nature can achieve states of ‘optimality’, ‘climax’, ‘balance’, and
‘equilibrium’. With people come sub-optima, sub-climax, and degradation and
disequilibrium. ‘Good management’ (whether proper ‘common property resource
management’ or proper state regulation) seeks to limit this, as such lesser realities
constitute a problem for ‘sustainability’.

Nature in West Africa

To see how nature has operated in West Africa in the company of decivilisation,
depoliticisation and dispossession, we really need look no further than the analysis
of rainfall in Sierra Leone made by Alfred Moloney C.M.G. in 1887. In his Sketch
of the Forestry of West Africa, he introduces nature in the same crisis as that infusing
modern policy documents: he tabulates the steady decline in rainfall over the four
years 1878–82:4

It is desirable that the attention of the community be drawn to the facts …
showing a remarkable and steady decrease in the amount of rainfall in this
district during the last four years… The only cause that can be assigned for
this decrease is the wholesale destruction of the woods and forests, which are
at once the collectors and reservoirs of its water supply. This has occurred in
other tropical regions, and when the cause was learned, by fatal experience
through famine, the result of drought, then the forests were taken under
Government protection and replanted, with the best results, but at great
expense. I have added the [higher] rainfall statistics for 1883, 1884 and 1885
which point to an improvement in the direction of greater conservancy or
more extended planting: perhaps of both.
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(Moloney 1887:240–1)

Never has there been such a clear expression of bureaucracy’s role in nature’s
stabilisation. To achieve it—forests are to be ‘taken under Government protection’.
This shaping of nature in the interaction of forest and climate had been driving
forest policy in India, to which Moloney alludes. Both Moloney himself, and later
the father of forestry in Nigeria and Ghana, H.N. ‘Timber’ Thompson, had
experience in the Indian Forestry Service where the rational bureaucratic response
to natural crisis and the ‘climate-forest-famine’ nexus had been to impose forestry
regulations and fines, and to establish strategic reserves. Such fines defrayed the
expenses of the forestry service, and land alienation gave it lands to expand upon.

The long history of ideas about forest-climate relationships has been traced by
Grove (1995) to an emergent coterie of professional scientists from the seventeenth
century, drawn especially from the Dutch, French and English maritime empires.
Ideas concerning the climatic impact of deforestation were firmly established in
European scientific circles long before West African colonisation. In French-
colonised West Africa, it was the colonial botanist Auguste Chevalier who
introduced into policy the idea of climatic crisis linked to deforestation. In his
report on forests in Cote d’Ivoire (1909), for example, he quotes directly the
eighteenth-century writer Poivre:

Nature made every effort for the Isle de France [i.e. Mauritius]; man
destroyed everything there. The magnificent forests which covered the soil,
in their movement once shook the passing clouds and made them dissolve
into a fecund rain. The lands which are still uncultivated have not ceased to
experience the same favours of nature; but the plains which were the first to
be cleared, and which were so by fire, and without any woodland being
saved…are today of a surprising aridity, and consequently less fertile; even
the rivers, considerably diminished, are insufficient throughout the year to
irrigate their thirsty sides; the sky, in refusing them rain, abundant elsewhere,
seems to be avenging the outrages made to nature and to reason.
(Poivre, P. 1768. Voyages d’un philosophe: 123, cited in Chevalier 1909; my

translation)

These two citations sum up much of subsequent analysis to date of the deleterious
effects of forest loss, and what to do about it. Indeed, this simple narrative story
linking deforestation, climatic desiccation and soil sterilisation to impoverishment
by humans has shaped and justified West African forest reservation and conservation
policy ever since.

It is, however, worth detailing a little more the form that ‘nature’ has taken in
West African policy circles. First, natural sciences have held that the present state
of vegetation can be examined in relation to the ‘climax’ vegetation that could
grow given the climatic and soil conditions. Thus West Africa divides up into broad
climatic zones with correspondingly different vegetation climaxes. Today’s

102 DEVELOPMENT DISCOURSE AND ITS SUBVERSION



vegetation can be seen as unilineal, sub-optimal divergence from this original
climax, and which—in the absence of further disturbance and the goodness of time
—would re-establish. Such vegetation zonation and the nature of climax
communities was formally elaborated across West Africa first by Chevalier (e.g.
1912) and has subsequently been elaborated upon endlessly.

Second, it is also in the ‘nature’ of West Africa that deforestation causes local
and regional climatic desiccation, hence there is a southern movement of vegetation
zones: desertification, as the Sahara moves south into Guinea savanna, and
savannisation, as savannas move south into forest. Desertification was already on
administrators’ lips in the first decade of this century: in 1909 an administrator in
Niger writes, for example: ‘The Sahara walks south at a giant’s pace, and the
phenomenon which disturbed atmospheric air conditions soon after the arrival of
its first inhabitants, manifests itself to the present, with the same intensity and the
same causes’ (cited in Aubreville 1938). This analysis has been much fleshed out
since then. In anglophone literature it was the focus of Bovill’s (1921) ‘The
Encroachment of the Sahara on the Sudan’, and in the francophone literature of
Hubert’s ‘Progressive Desiccation in West Africa’ in 1920. This was reasserted by
Stebbing (1935) in the 1930s, by Aubreville (1949) in the 1940s, by Chevalier again
in the 1950s, and by countless subsequent publications and closing speeches of inter-
governmental organisations.

Savannisation of forest was also a problem from the outset. I particularly like the
words of a young French colonial administrator who worked in the forest-savanna
transition zone of what is today the Republic of Guinea, and who wrote after only
six months’ residence that:

Never, I believe, has a year so dry occurred in Kissidougou. I am left to say
that from year to year, rain becomes scarcer and scarcer. And this I do not
find extraordinary—even the contrary would astonish me—given the
considerable and even total deforestation in certain parts of this region…. all
has been cut…the effects of this de-wooding are disastrous; one will soon
see nothing more than entirely naked blocks of granite. A region so fertile
become a complete desert.5

Third, it is also in the nature of West Africa, as claimed in scientific and policy
texts, that its soils, once stripped of their vegetation, farmed and burnt, erode. They
thus begin an irrevocable transition from fertility to sterility, a process which itself
renders the southern shift of vegetation zones irrevocable.

Together these three images form a compelling narrative of crisis which has
driven agricultural, forestry and environment-and-development programmes
throughout West Africa. Blame for these processes is invariably placed on shifting
cultivators and pastoralists, presumed either to be ignorant of, to ignore, or to be
unable to counter the deleterious, unsustainable effects of their practices.

These ideas had been preformulated, and then applied, without dialogue with,
hence denying, land users’ own perspectives about their impact on land and
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vegetation. This exemplifies the process of decivilisation as considered here. And
these truths about people’s impact on West African nature were known and came
to operate rapidly within the colonial bureaucracy, with dispossessing effects, long
before any detailed investigation of West African ecology.

In Ghana, Guinea and Nigeria, for example, attempts were made at forest
reservation within the first decade of colonial administrative establishment. At this
time, the colonial powers—and more particularly forestry services within them—
were not administratively powerful enough to overcome ‘immediate and strident’
resistance to reservation (Hall 1987). But by the 1930s, the scales had turned. In
Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, and Ghana—at least—percentage landcover targets
concerning the amount of forest to be reserved were made, and legislation was
altered to enable reservation without consultation where it was deemed ‘in the
public interest’. Targets were enforced, despite the hostility of land holders and
earlier inhabitants of reserved areas. Such was the perceived ‘threat of fire induced
savannisation’, that the French and British administrations united to institute a
‘curtain’ of forest reserves along the forest-savanna transition from Guinea across
Cote d’Ivoire and Ghana. Notably in these cases, the reserves were made ‘for
nature’ and ‘in the public interest’, whether to safeguard the water supply of the
district, or to assist the well being of agricultural crops on the land or in the vicinity.
They were not made overtly —as one might have imagined—to secure timber for
sale to concessionaries, although that has been one of their principal effects.

As Hall remarks for Ghana, ‘The men responsible for demarcating the reserves
were, almost exclusively, tough, resolute Scotsmen, inured to hardship, and
unmoved by the frequent manifestations of hostility from local people…The belief
of foresters in the ability of forest to ameliorate the climate almost amounted to
religious dogma’ (Hall 1987:37) He goes on:6 ‘The chiefs and people remained
suspicious, and found the utmost difficulty in following the argument that the
felling of trees would alter the climate, lower the water table and threaten the cocoa
industry. The educated element could follow the evidence, but found the practical
issue too hot to handle’ (ibid: 37).

Already by 1934, plans had been made to ‘rehabilitate’ the vegetation in the
huge watershed of the Niger river; to ‘reinstate regular flow’. Poivre’s eighteenth-
century analysis of river flow in Mauritius had been fully transferred to the vast
Niger catchment. The scheme was finally financed in 1991.

Colonial regimes have not been noted for their civilised approach to those they
dominated; nor for their engagement with locally voiced interest and dissent, let
alone with comprehending how subjects conceptualised their own world and
problematics. And colonial regimes have not been noted for their hands-off
approach to the resources of the colonised. When colonial environment-and-
development policy was implemented, it was done ‘in the public interest’, and in
the interest of future generations. Present ‘environment-and-development’ policy
is legitimated in a similar way, and relies upon exactly the same analysis of ‘nature’
and modelling of ‘anthropogenic impact’.
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Environment and development in West Africa: two cases

But are these narratives about vegetation, climate and soils not all true? Isn’t it
merely that the truth was known long ago? Isn’t it the right and duty of the state
and international community to act in the broader public good, even at the expense
of locally voiced interest?

Here I want to illustrate in two brief cases7 how nature and people’s impact on
it is represented in development organisations—and by the natural science which
informs them—and then contrast this with ideas about the same sort of phenomena
represented by development’s subjects. From these it will be possible to evaluate
orders of effects—decivilisation, depoliticisation, and dispossession. I doubt if this
‘detachment’ of development discourse from the thinking, arguing and acting of
its subjects in West Africa can be shown more clearly than in administrative and
developmentalist concerns with deforestation in the forest region of Guinea, from
where the two cases are taken.

The first case relates to the prefecture of Kissidougou, where, ever since colonial
occupation more than a hundred years ago, agricultural and forestry policy has held
uniformly, and without debate, that the original dense, humid, natural, climax
tropical forest cover is disappearing, and rapidly at that. The forest patches which
surround the 800 or so villages, dotting otherwise extensive savannas, are taken to
be all that remains of this once extensive forest. Such deforestation, it is argued, is
not only itself a direct economic loss, but entails other economic losses due to (i)
the loss of a humid micro-climate for tree crops, (ii) the erosion and
impoverishment of the region’s soils, and (iii) the desiccation of local and regional
climate, water courses and wells. The deforestation is caused, planners hold, both
by existing farming practices and fire-setting, and more indirectly by population
increase, and ‘social break-down’ associated with the political, religious and
economic changes linked to ‘modernity’. Sustainable development, it is argued,
will be achieved only if farming is made more ‘rational’, intensive and sedentarised,
and population increase ‘brought under control’. By 1956, so bad was deforestation
and soil impoverishment that Kissidougou’s master plan for rural development
stated up-front that ‘all must be subordinated to the conservation of soils and
forests’.8 Today, the most heavily funded organisation in the area is an
environmental rehabilitation programme.

Yet inhabitants of the two villages in Kissidougou where I have recently lived
and worked for about eighteen months, and in about thirty other villages which
my colleagues9 or I visited, suggest a very different reading of their landscape and
of what would keep it productive. Local debate concerning landscape history turns
on why forest cover in people’s village territories has been increasing over the years,
and how the patches of forest surrounding their villages have been established or
enlarged. Many elders recount how at the time when the village was settled, it was
in savanna. Debates turn on whether it is cattle or farming practices which are
responsible for an increase in woody cover there. That it is prudent, even lucrative
to fell a few large trees in forest islands from time to time, and that forest bush
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provides a better fallow for subsequent rice fields, is not much disputed, but this is
no cause for concern as people are confident of regeneration, and were it
problematic, take steps to ensure it. It is almost axiomatic in local thought that
empty savannas, once peopled and farmed, become more woody. Crucially, old
aerial photographs and photographs from the 1950s and before, and documentation
of the landscape from the late nineteenth century support villagers in their
experience of landscape change, and clearly falsify the assertions being made in
development circles.

The second example, also in Guinea, but slightly further south, concerns what
is today (since the 1930s) a national forest reserve, the ‘Forêt Classée de Ziama’,
which acquired international renown as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve in 1981.
The opinion held within scientific and policy documents is that this is one of the
last remaining vestiges of primary, or at least hardly disturbed forest of the once
intact Upper Guinean forest block, and the guardian of local and regional hydrology
and soil conditions (the reason for its reservation) and of biodiversity (the principal
reason for today’s global interest). Policy documents consider that it is endangered
due to land demand by greater populations (of local inhabitants, of immigrants from
the northern savannas, and of refugees from Liberia), and that local inhabitants have
themselves changed in their economic activities from a forest-benign, extractive
livelihood, to a forest-degrading farming one. At present, conservation is ensured
through a well-funded World Bank project.

Once again this ‘reality’ is not shared by the inhabitants of enclave villages, or
those neighbouring the reserve. To these people, the forest overlies what prior to
the late nineteenth century was a populous and savanna area which was depopulated
during pre-colonial and colonial wars, and on which the present forest soon became
established. This forest is no cathedral to nature, but a memorial to depopulation
and lost social power. And it belongs to the descendants of these once-powerful
inhabitants who now seek to renew their land claims. Today’s conservationists are
incredulous that the land was savanna, and heavily populated. Yet the accounts of
three separate Liberian missionaries who passed through the very enclave villages
in this reserve, in 1858, 1868 and 1874 show conclusively that this was the case
(Seymour 1860; Anderson 1870, 1912; cf. Fairhead & Leach 1994).

In the two examples presented here I have used the analysis of ‘disarticulation’
strongly when considering how the elaboration of ‘problems’ within development
discourse differed from that on the ground. This may be overly simplistic.
Elsewhere, I have discussed at length the scientific, social and institutional
circumstances which have led to erroneous analyses of ecological change to be
maintained within development circles in Kissidougou, and have argued how the
conditions for its maintenance now derive not only from the science and
institutions of the development community, but also from the particular ways that this
has articulated with society, polity and education in Kissidougou over a century (Fairhead
& Leach 1996). Nowadays, the degradation hypothesis finds adherents within
Kissidougou. It would be odd were it to be otherwise, as it has been taught in
primary and secondary schools and in the universities for as long as these have
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existed. In a recent ‘environment day’ in Kissidougou, elders and youth delegates
from a hundred villages were invited to discuss environmental change in their
region with administrators, forestry service agents, school teachers and leaders of
the nascent local branch of ‘Friends of Nature’. A presentation made by delegates
of the latter contextualised Kissidougou as part of ‘the African continent’ and globe,
and analysed local environmental change as a subset of processes understood at a
more global level. They cited FAO deforestation data—heavy with the authority
of a global organisation—and set ecological processes in Kissidougou firmly within
processes of desertification. Arguing the local from the global (both geographically
and scientifically) in this way is surely linked to a sense of identity with the
globalised scientific community, and the seal of social authority which it confers.10

So whilst it may have been possible to distinguish landscape readings among those
claiming ‘development’ agency, and those over whom they claim it early in the
colonial period, to argue in this way is increasingly misleading.

Depoliticisation, dispossession and decivilisation

These examples from Guinea may be extreme, but they cannot be considered
unique. Indeed, it would appear that the assumptions concerning the southwards
movement of the savanna zone associated with desiccation and soil impoverishment
are fundamentally incorrect in this part of West Africa at least (Fairhead & Leach,
forthcoming). In today’s forest savanna transition, there is indeed ample, if scattered
evidence (a) that forest vegetation has a tendency to encroach on savanna (Vigne
1937; Foggie 1958; Aubreville 1962; Spichiger & Blanc-Pamard 1973;
Adjanohoun 1964; Spichiger & Lassailly 1981; Menaut & Cesar 1979); (b) that
farming may assist (not hinder) this process either in the effect of converting savanna
to forest vegetation (Spichiger & Blanc Pamard 1973; Markham & Babbedge 1979)
or in increasing savanna woody vegetation (Mitja & Puig 1991). In short, there is
by now ample ecological evidence to support the view that the area occupied by
forest or forest fallow relative to savanna has a tendency to increase, not diminish,
and that this may be associated with the presence (not absence) of people as land
managers. Furthermore, and in accordance with what we have found in Guinea,
oral accounts suggest the past existence of savannas far into what is today the ‘forest
zone’ in Sierra Leone, Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana (Ekanza 1981; Willans 1909). To
date, such assertions have been either ignored or rejected by historians and
ecologists alike as ‘impossible’— effectively binned as ‘mythic’. However, it would
seem that evidence for their veracity is building, and more importantly, that the
narrative driving forest policy concerning deforestation due to land use, climatic
desiccation, hydrological and soil impoverishment and savannisation seriously
misconstrues local realities. Yet—and now despite this ecological and historical
evidence—it is still this perspective which provides the raison d’être of
environment-and-development policy in the region.
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In considering the implications of the cases from Guinea, let us recall in more
detail Hobart’s characterisation of the decivilisation effect which inheres in
development in operation. Derived from Baudrillard, he considers development:

as an emergent set of practices, [which] has become increasingly detached
from (and even at times incompatible with) what has been called ‘the
philosophy of the subject’: will, representation, choice, liberty, deliberation,
knowledge, and desire (Baudrillard 1988:214). In other words, it is
disengaged and disarticulated from processes of thinking, arguing, and acting
which we call ‘civilization’.

(Hobart 1995:2–3)

The extent of such decivilisation can be assessed in these examples. If ‘total
disjuncture’ could be conceived of, it is exemplified here. And in both cases, truths
circulating in policy circles are easily falsified. But processes of decivilisation should
perhaps not be isolated from those of depoliticisation and dispossession. Inhabitants
who used to manage their own fallows, fire-setting, pasture management and
hunting—disputes and resolutions over which constituted part of their own
‘civilisation’—have lost virtually all control over this to forestry officials. Inhabitants
who used to collect a large variety of produce from forest tracts now find that these
same rights are in the offer of the forestry department. Land in the Ziama forest
reserve has been alienated from its ancestral holders without compensation.
Inhabitants have not only lost these resources, but are also fined for contravening
new regulations. One elder from Kissidougou sadly reflected how he used to be
fined when fire swept through his fields when they were savanna, and is now fined
for clearing the forest fallow which has come to dominate these same fields. That
inhabitants have become criminals in their own land uses is exemplified in a law
instituted in 1974, in which fire setting came to carry the death penalty.
Dispossession does not end with land, resources and life, but extends to knowledge.
Since the 1910s, inhabitants have been the subject of intensive programmes to
educate them out of destructive land uses, and on the end of assorted ‘stick and
carrot’ policies to rationalise their farming.

In both of these cases, environment-and-development activities have been met
by various forms of resistance (ranging from non-compliance, to burning tree
nurseries etc.) but such political realities engendered have been ‘whisked out of
sight’ (cf. Ferguson 1990). Within development circles, resistance has been
accommodated and dismissed whether in anti-civilisatory (sinful) categories of
ignorance or greed, or in the relocation of agency for action away from those who
are actually dissenting, and onto the processes by which they came to be there
(such as demographic change, migration, forced migration) or came to be like that
(such as impoverishment, the unfortunate legacy of past regimes, the penetration
of capitalism, modernity etc., etc.). This is the sort of bureaucratic reasoning which
at once comprehends resistance, and ‘invalidates’ its real presence and obviates any
need to respond to it. Rather it is to be met with other indirect policy approaches
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—not direct negotiation which would require listening to—and responding to—
local terms of debate. Civilised engagement, in other words.

The need for civilised dialogue over forest resources has sometimes been
expressed by inhabitants to project staff, but such expressions tend to have been
marginalised completely. In one socio-economic report concerning the Ziama
reserve, the following statement made by the customary chief of the region
smuggles itself into an appendix, and is never referred to in the main text which
considers problems in terms of demographic change, carrying capacity and the
rationalisation of farming. The chiefly politician states that:

This forest problem is complicated. If you see that we no longer have control
over the forest, it is because of the forest agents who come with their papers
and delimit the forest. If we are given responsibility for the forest, we are
ready to act in the interests of conservation…Whatever the issue, it suffices
that N’zebela [the village holding customary authority in the region] gives
the order for it to be done…. [The villages within the forest reserve of] Boo
and Baimani were created before the first delimitation of the forest boundary
by a stranger called Mr. Adam. After delineating the forest, Adam also
delimited the zone [enclaves] of Boo and Baimani. The part of the land
occupied by Boo and Baimaini cannot be influenced by N’Zebela. We have
a customary influence over Boo and Baimani, but not an administrative one.
If we had full responsibility for the management of the forest, we could give
you the assurance of protecting it. But as long as control is left in the hands
of the state, we can do nothing’.11

A recent policy document concerning the Ziama reserve, which was elaborated
with full access to our work and evidence highlighting local realities concerning
the forest past, was still able to ignore it all, and once again construct in its report
a mythic past. To the extent that the political consequences of environment-and-
development initiatives remain unresolved, and are rendered a technical problem
to be met by further bureaucratic intervention, anger and resentment clearly build.
One might argue that the myopia of development has denied the political field
which it itself engenders, and within which it operates, so much that—like the
unsuccessful parasite—it may eventually kill its host.

Notes

1 The research on which this article is based was funded by generous grants made by
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draft. As ever, sole responsibility for any fact or interpretation remains with the author.

2 Earlier, ‘nature’, even when conceptually separated was frequently personified; a
capricious, unpredictable, irrational (chaotic?) element.

3 One could, additionally, critique the idea of ‘sustainable development’ from this
perspective, since—although fraught with definitional problems—it generally
presumes socio-cultural coherence across generations and thus denies historical
contingency and unpredictability.

4 In much of this he is quoting ‘Dr Hart of the West African Reporter’.
5 Nicolas, Etat de cultures indigènes, August 1914, National Archives of the Republic

of Guinea, Conakry, 1R12.
6 Here he relies on other sources, but it is unclear which, as the references seem to

have been finalised posthumously.
7 These are developed at length in Fairhead & Leach (1996), and Fairhead & Leach

(1994).
8 Plan de Cercle pour Kissidougou 1956, National Archives of the Republic of Guinea,

Conakry 2D431(7).
9 Research was undertaken with Melissa Leach, as co-researcher, and by Dominique

Millimouno and Marie Kamano, our Guinean research counterparts.
10 It has been argued by Grove (1995) and others that colonial ecologists gained much

of their ecological knowledge from inhabitants of the countries in which they
worked. While this indeed appears also to be the case for much of the botanical, and
micro-ecological information known by foresters in Guinea, I have not found
evidence to suggest that local sources had any early influence on the narrative driving
forest policy, concerning deforestation due to land use, climatic desiccation,
hydrological and soil impoverishment and savannisation. Were such evidence to be
found, the argument presented here would need to be nuanced further.

11 Declaration of village of N’Zebela, after the notes taken by M.A.Barry, in Baum &
Weimer 1992: annex 4, p. 3.
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7
On the anticipation of violence

Modernity and identity in Southern Sri Lanka1

Pradeep Jeganathan

In this chapter, I will attempt to interrupt master narratives of progress and
development, by locating a particular form of identity in relation to those narratives.
Such narratives are allied with narratives of the possibility of modernity, so my
challenge extends to those narratives as well. I claim in the pages that follow, that
the end product of progress and development, that is to say the texture of modernity
available to everyday life, may not be what it seems to be: terror might lurk in the
interstices of the modern. My argument is not that modernity’s texture is violent;
this claim, while true, does not interrupt the logic of modernity. The claim of the
modern is to control violence legally and rationally. In this framing, the
perpetration of violence is authored by the state, or is replied to ‘justly’ by the state.
My argument seeks to alter the term that constitutes these claims. I claim that the
anticipation of violence—rather than its perpetration—occupies an
incomprehensible place in the logic of the modern. It is a place that cannot easily
be marked, quantified and responded to. It is the place from which I write.2

This chapter, then, does not seek to analyse violence itself; its semiotics or
practice. Rather, I am concerned with those who lived through violence to live
on: the Tamils of Southern Sri Lanka. Given my concern with ‘Tamilness’, my
anthropological objects in this chapter will be a set of signifying practices that are
constituted by and constitutive of the Tamil self. There is, as there must necessarily
be, a large terrain of practices that are imbricated in the production of a particular
identity, and Tamilness is not an exception. My analysis, then, will only attend to
one moment in this larger terrain of practices, and so will necessarily be incomplete.
That said, let me specify the character and kind of signifying practices that concern
me in this discussion.

I will focus on a set of signifying practices of Tamilness that are only visible in
relation to the presence of violence in the ethnographic landscape of Sri Lanka. An
examination of these practices, I suggest, will allow for a fore-grounding of a
particular aspect of Tamil identity that has emerged in recent years, which is crucial
to understanding that identity, and moreover Sri Lankan modernity in general.
Tamilness in Southern Sri Lanka, I will argue in the body of this chapter, is
produced in the shadow of violence. Or, in other words, in anticipation of violence.
So I examine a repertoire of practices that are produced by Tamils given an



anticipation of violence. I will call these practices ‘tactics of anticipation’ and they
will be the primary anthropological object of the discussion.

Reversing the common location of violence as a category that must be explained,
given its emergence, I will situate it as unavailable for explanation.3 I shall do so
because I think there is the possibility of losing the density, the opacity, the very
presence of the object—violence—by attempting to explain its emergence. The
shadow of violence then, will hover over this text—its very density casting a long,
dark, fuzzy pall over it. There will be no ‘getting beyond’ violence; no explaining
it away. Rather than be explained—and thereby be worked upon—the category
of violence in this chapter, since it is unavailable for explanation, may help in the
analytical work of the chapter itself. The presence of violence in this text will be
used to foreground a set of particular signifying practices of Tamilness.

The kind of violence at stake is urban collective violence—what might be called
riots—that have taken place with some regularity in Southern Sri Lanka.4 At the
end of July 1983, Tamils living in Southern Sri Lanka experienced a week-long
period of direct, overwhelming violence.5 That week remains an extraordinary
punctuation point in our modern history, the profound significance of which, I
believe, we are yet to fully understand.6 Tamil Sri Lankans, who were living in the
south of the country during the violence, found their lives changed for ever, as
they found their ‘Tamilness’ remade, first in relation to this violence, and then
repeatedly, in its wake, in the months and years after. Valli Kanapathipillai (1990)
in her pioneering efforts, has examined, sensitively and closely, the (female)
survivor of this violence, tracing the effect an event of violence had on particular
life histories, and telling of particular reconfigurations in the wake of that event.
This kind of work is rare in.the Sri Lankan ethnographic field, as it positions
violence as unavailable for explanation, just as I would like to, instead of positioning
its emergence as a problematic in itself. But my explicit concern with the analytical
place of violence, is not Kanapathipillai’s; the place of violence is not thought
through anew in her work, emerging rather through the received anthropological
category of the survivor. This analytic category of the survivor is produced through
(oral) biographies of the survival of direct violence. As such, then, the place of
violence in this work is that of a ‘cause.’ It is through this causal relationship that
the ‘survivor’ is produced: the ‘survivor’ exists because she has experienced
violence. Such efforts are now familiar in the anthropology of violence,7 for they
operate in relation to an object that is always already visible to the ethnographic
eye sensitive to the effects of violence, an object whose existence is indisputable
to the ethnographer because it is marked out prior to her arrival in the field, an
object, in other words, that is always already available to an anthropology of
violence.

I want to draw a distinction between Kanapathipillai’s work, and my own here.
My concern is with the anticipation of violence, not with the experience of survival
and the survivor of violence. There is, therefore, an analytic distinction to be drawn
between our objects, and subtle though it may seem, I would plead its importance.
By refusing to position violence in a direct causal relationship with the categories
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of my investigation—Tamilness in Southern Sri Lanka—I am able to both think
the texture of the relationship between the categories of violence and Tamilness
in a way that may not have been possible before. But even in so doing, the riskier,
uncharted nature of my undertaking may become apparent. The signifying
practices of the anticipation of violence, are not, it seems to me, as coherently
available to the ethnographic eye, or to the anthropological project, as might be
practices of survival. The practices I want to think through here are both ever
present and ephemeral; they may seem visible, but then may fade away; they may
shift position, but seem always to be centered; they may disappear quickly, and
reappear even more strongly and suddenly. The practice of anticipating violence,
I want to suggest, flitters across the landscape of Sri Lanka like the shadow cast on
a cloudy day by the setting sun. The production of such a category does not come
easily to anthropology; it will emerge only through and within my analysis,
spreading through it darkly and pervasively.

Three chronological and interlocking clusters of practices provide a grid on
which my analysis rests. First, I explore narrations of the anticipation of violence
that are located within the space of the July riots; second, I mark the explicit
production of ‘tactics of anticipation,’ in expectation of more civilian-directed
violence in the south, in the years after 1983; and third, I comment on the self-
conscious production of these tactics of anticipation by southern Tamils, for
circulation through the metropolitan West. Throughout my analysis I will draw
upon extensive, recent ethnographic research carried out in Colombo.

An introductory digression that sketches out networks of social power in
Patupara,8 a neighbourhood in which I lived and learned about for two years, will
be necessary before the position of Tamils, and the location of Tamilness in that
community, can be delineated. Patupara is a small lane that leads up from a vast,
and uninhabited marshy plain—to a major road that falls on to Galle Road.9 Up
until the 1950s Patupara was a footpath cutting across the farms of the Pereras, a
Sinhala Christian family, that had bought land in the area in the early part of this
century.10 While the Pereras had capitalised their grass fields with coconut trees, a
coconut processing mill and sheds of cattle that stood on the high land surrounding
Patupara, the lower reaches of the fields, especially where the path trailed off into
the great marsh, became, in the rainy season, a small lake of water. It was here that
the now middle-aged Perera brothers had come down from their exclusive public
school, ‘to do a spot of fishing’, during the holidays. But old Mr Perera passed on,
Colombo expanded south, and country, slowly but surely became city. The farm
ceased to function, and the value of the land was transformed into urban real estate.
Property, which had existed in an abstract, jural sense since the seventeenth century,
began to take on the yet newer inflection of the urban: a ‘novel social space’
simultaneously defined by ‘unprecedented proximity’, and ‘privatisation’. (Sayer
1991:45). Land is now measured in perches, not acres. The new plots of land
became the grounds of new family homes: the bungalow, self-contained with a
defined boundary marked by a wall or fence, had come into being. Here, ‘spatial
distance reflected social distance’ (King 1989:35). Some of the Perera children built
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family homes on their shares of land, and others sold parcels to other bourgeois
families. Importantly, this was simultaneous with Patupara’s transformation into a
‘real’ road from its early beginnings as a footpath. The chief quality of a ‘real’ road,
in my use here, is its representability on the maps of the Municipal Council, where
Patupara (the road) emerges uncertainly in the late 1960s. The road was then tarred,
its drains measured, municipal taxes levied, and crucially, bourgeois families that
lived down the road got ‘real’ addresses: numbers and street names, marking the
privatisation of space. A road is a vector of capital.11 The road challenged, but did
not completely displace, the claim of the ‘Walauwe’—the manor house of the
Pereras, to be the symbolic centre of the community. The road is where the grocery
stores and the public taps are: one cannot, therefore, avoid the road if one lives in
the community. It defines my basic unit of analysis.

Yet, the transformation of the value of land was inevitably uneven. In the days
of the farm, the workers had lived where they worked. These old, retired workers
—their children now factory workers, in the main—were gifted small pieces of
low-lying land in inconvenient spots: on the banks of storm water drains, or near
garbage dumps. Their shacks—always small— and which in contemporary Sri
Lankan urban planning discourses are called shanties, are now crowded together,
sandwiched in-between the bungalows. Since many of the gifts had been informal
in the naturalised relationship between the ‘lord’ and his ‘servants’, the time-
consuming and expensive survey plans and ‘deeds of gift’ were not drawn up for
the workers.12 The land parcels of the workers, a product of modernity, lacked the
complete realisation of commodification: exchangeability. In fact, a worker lived
on a small plot at the over-arching sufferance of his/her lords with whom lay the
ultimate possibility of denying the gift, and declaring the workers ‘squatters’.

If we turn now to two particular plots of land, the specificities of the intersections
of authority and ethnicity will be apparent. The first of these plots—about 0.75
acres in extent—had been marsh, overgrown with shrubs. Michael Perera, who
owned it, wanting to raise cash, sold the entire plot to a real estate development
company—a subsidiary of an enormous conglomerate of intersecting, publicly-
quoted holding companies. Earth-filled trucks, bulldozers and power rollers
transformed that piece of marsh into ‘buildable land’ in a matter of weeks. The
company proceeded to build a high, white wall around the entire plot—so that
the shanties around its edges could not be seen—blocked it out with coloured
markers into eight perch plots and settled down to sell it off at ten, yes, ten times
what they paid for it. The snag, however, was Carolis’ family. They occupied 7.5
perches at the eastern end of the plot, steadfastly maintaining that John Hamu had
given them the land before he died. John Hamu, one of the Perera brothers who
had been both an alcoholic and a leftist, might have indeed given them the land
except it was not ever his to give: it was his brother’s. Neither Perera persuasion,
nor company offers of money (well below selling price) worked, and Carolis’ family
did not move. So, now, the white wall zig zags at the east end of the land.

This issue of Carolis’ land had soured relationships with the Pereras considerably.
All the Perera children now thought of Carolis’ family as those who were ‘squatting
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on Michael’s land,’ and Carolis, in turn, had stopped visiting the Pereras at Sinhala
Avurudhu (New Year Week). And there was yet an added dimension to this
relationship that further complicated it: Carolis’ daughter Leela had married a
Tamil, Muttiah. Now Muttiah and his family lived on the same plot of land that
Carolis was ‘squatting’ on; they had just built a new shack, abutting the old one
upon marriage. It was not the marriage, as much as their growing family, that made
it imperative that the land not be handed over to the Pereras or their nominees;
and Muttiah, a newcomer to the intricate relations between this particular master
and his servants, was caught in an uncomfortable middle. His Tamilness had never
figured explicitly in the dispute, but he had felt, as he told me later, that it might.

The question of property was crucial in the case of another Tamil family that
had lived in the neighbourhood for a decade. The Josephs were a middle class
family that had rented a house from one of the Perera brothers. A few years before
the riots they had been asked to leave by the landlord, but they had stayed on,
citing the high rentals in new houses and apartments. The house the Josephs
occupied was rent controlled, and Sri Lanka’s strong tenant protection laws made
it nearly impossible for the Pereras to force the issue legally. Here, too, the question
of the Josephs’ Tamilness had not been directly addressed by the Pereras, who in
any event liked to think of themselves as cosmopolitan people whose best friends,
as the old cliché goes, were Tamils.

Then came the riots. That massive anti-Tamil violence that shook urban Sri
Lanka for one week in July 1983. This chapter is not about the political economy
of that event or its ideological place in a Lankan national space. I would like to set
those questions aside to consider another which will take us to the heart of this
matter—the texture of ‘Tamilness’ in the midst of that violence, and its re-making
in the years after. Muttiah, who talked to me about those times during the two
years I lived in Patupara, narrates that time vividly.

Many of these conversations took place under particular circumstances that are
constitutive of methodological sites, that are crucial to my ethnographic
representations here. These were particular moments during the long calm of the
early 1990s, when Tamils like Muttiah expected another riot to be around the
corner. One such important moment was in mid–1992, when a militant bomb, in
the north of the country, blew up nearly the entire commanding staff of the Sri
Lankan armed forces. A big military funeral was planned the next day at the national
cemetery in Colombo. In 1983, the long week of violence had begun after a similar
military funeral. We seemed to teeter, briefly but palpably, at the edge of a space
for violence within which a riot could take place. It was at times like this that
Muttiah would speak to me of 1983—and seeing as he did its sharply etched shadow
across his life—he produced then in his narratives a rich texture of detail that was
not available at other times. These narratives are not then, merely about the past;
and they do not in my representation here serve as ‘evidence’ produced in an effort
to investigate the ‘event.’ On the contrary, these narratives—like all history—are
about the past as well as the present; about recollections as well as anticipation.
They are made, like Tamilness itself, in the shadow of violence.
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‘I didn’t know what would happen,’ Muttiah remembered, ‘maybe they would
come for me, just me, or they would burn the house, also. If it was just me, it
would be all right, but without the house we would have nowhere to live. I thought
if I wasn’t in the house when they came, things would be all right. So I left.’
Suddenly, Muttiah, who usually saw himself as the protector and master of his
family, becomes in his own eyes, its liability. It was his own Tamilness that made
him want to banish himself from their midst, acting as if his presence were a taint
on their being. Even as he left home, warning his wife and two daughters to be
careful, he stopped by the Josephs, to warn them of the impending danger. This
was unusual; in the ordinary course of events, Muttiah—who drove a garbage truck
for the Municipal Council—had little to say, except in submissive greeting to
Joseph, who had a white collar job in the city. What is more, Muttiah would trace
his ancestry to India, within a depth of a few generations, while Joseph would do
the same to Jaffna, marking himself and his family as ‘Sri Lanka Tamil’ on a census
form. But here and now, in the face of violence, class and origin did not matter as
much as they might have on another day: Muttiah opened the gate to the Josephs’
house, and knocked on the door.

Only Joseph was home: his family had been sent away that very hour, with a
few documents they had thought were invaluable, to a Sinhala friend’s house in
another neighbourhood. Joseph had stayed behind, as he told Muttiah, ‘as the man
of the house to keep the house safe’. There is an obvious reversal of movement
here, when Joseph is contrasted with Muttiah’s own departure from home; here
Joseph is not a liability, rather despite his ‘Tamilness’, he remains a true patriarch,
a protector of hearth and home. But what I find significant here is the nexus of
masculinity and ethnicity which emerges in each case, and which emerges in others
I know of as well. To wait for a riot is to wait in a space for violence, at its shifting,
porous boundaries. A space for violence is a space of danger, one in which particular
masculinities can emerge.13 And in Muttiah’s subordinated, sacrificial leaving home
in an attempt to save the house, to Joseph’s desire to face down any intruders single-
handedly, we have similar but different plays of masculinity and ethnicity at the
boundary of a space of violence.

But Muttiah talked Joseph out of it. Exercising the rare authority of
streetwiseness that his working class status gave him, Muttiah told Joseph that it
was unwise to stay; so unwise that he could risk death. Joseph capitulated slowly,
but then in the inevitable unravelling of the logic of bourgeois order in the face of
violence, asked for time to put a few belongings into a bag. And as Muttiah waited,
Joseph scuttered about the house first picking up one, and then another possession,
commodity, heirloom, keepsake or knick-knack, only to put it down again in
confusion. Such uncertainty is familiar, I would argue, to Tamilness in Sri Lanka;
to be a Tamil is to both remember and anticipate the destruction of property so
treasured by bourgeois society. The many Tamils who have safe deposit boxes,
deep in the vaults of banks in York Street, live in the vice of this anxiety, of not
knowing what in their lives must fit into a box two feet by three. It is not—as
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Joseph’s dilemma demonstrates—easy to know what from one’s home, that terrain
of lived detail made over years, must be fitted into a box or shoulder bag.

They went off together, Muttiah and Joseph, to hide, deep in the marsh, until
the danger had passed. They walked far, until their bodies had sunk in up to their
waists, shrouding their heads with banana leaves. Joseph who had rarely been near
the marsh before, and certainly not this far, had been appalled by the grime and
the stench, but Muttiah knew it was their safest bet. What Muttiah remembers
about that day is the smoke. First, it looked like a rain cloud darkening the sky,
but then it grew larger, blackening not just the sky but the earth as well. It filled
the air with the smell of charring, and tiny particles of ash. By tracing the movement
of smoke, they could tell the neighbourhoods that were on fire, and those that
were yet untouched. They waited in the marsh for the fires to come to them.

A common Tamilness emerges here in this example, between Muttiah and Joseph
—despite differences of class—as it did among thousands of southern Tamils in that
week. Two men, who even though they lived a few hundred yards from each
other had never done anything together, who had, in every sense of the phrase,
‘kept their distance’ from each other, now crouched close and together. It was, of
course, a momentary proximity, yet it is worth noting that it is ethnicity, with its
ability to promise equality in the face of its impossibility, that does that work.14

On that day, in a complex set of events that I have described and analysed
elsewhere, the Josephs’ house was attacked and looted by a group of
neighbourhood toughs.15 I suggest here that the violence perpetrated in this
neighbourhood depended on a particular, unstable class alliance between the men
who carried out the violence, and the Pereras, the overlords of the neighbourhood.
The Josephs had been marked as enemies in local, working class memory, before
the riots, in a way that Muttiah or his family had not been. So the Tamilness of
the Josephs was made to matter, by both the toughs and the Pereras, while with
Muttiah, local working class solidarities were too strong for rupture. As the leader
of that particular gang of thugs, Gunadasa, told me when I asked him about
Muttiah, one night, nearly ten years later: ‘he had nothing to be afraid of, we would
never touch one of our own’. But Muttiah was not to know that, with any
certainty. All of us, if we are Tamil, live in anticipation of violence to come.

My larger point is this. There is, in the shadow of violence, a repertoire of
signifying practices that is positioned in relation to that shadow, that are very
centrally about Tamilness as such. In this chapter I will call these practices ‘tactics
of anticipation’. These tactics are not merely produced in relation to one event of
violence—July 1983—they are produced in relation to a chronological series of
events of violence, the last being the July violence.

For Tamils in Southern Sri Lanka the violence of 1983 was sudden and
extraordinary, but not unexpected. The Muttiahs and the Josephs, like so many
other Tamils in the South, did not know when and how violence would be upon
them, or even perhaps what shape it would take. But they would have known it
was coming; all they could do was wait. The possibility of violence would have
been real before 1983, given that Tamil civilians had experienced collective
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violence, years ago in 1958, and more recently, in 1977 and 1981.16 But it is the
overwhelming nature of the last riot that makes this very history of violence visible.
And that visibility, now—after 1983– acquires a new depth, not of ten years but
of forty.

I will try to both distil and reinforce my point here with recourse to a well crafted
literary text that concerns itself with Tamilness in Southern Sri Lanka:
Rasanayagam’s Last Riot (Macintyre 1993). In this play—which is set on 25 July
1983—Rasanayagam’s ‘Tamilness’ is constructed in relationship to what I have
called the ‘tactics of anticipation’ that are available to him. He visits (the Sinhala)
Philip Fernando, an old university room-mate, on occasions when a riot is
imminent. Their friendship is then made manifest during these regular interludes
of violence; as Rasanayagam is, on each occasion, sheltered from the ‘mob’ in the
streets outside. On these occasions of sheltered intimacy with the Fernandos,
Rasanayagam—apart from his case of belongings—also brings bottles of liquor with
him; the number of bottles corresponding to the possible duration of the violence.

Sita [Fernando]: I must say Rasa and you do some marathon boozing, whenever
these riots take place!

Philip [Fernando]: What do you expect, confined here days on end with all the
murder going on around us!

Sita: But still, it is bad to drink so much!
Philip: Don’t exaggerate Sita, how frequent is that, ’56 ’58 ’61 ’74 ’77

’81…
Sita: Don’t play the fool, Philip, you are trying to make a comedy of

the whole thing
(Macintyre 1993:4)

The string of dates ‘’56 ’58 ’61…’ that emerge here, are repeated in this and other
forms, throughout the play; as such they are succinct markers of the intense visibility
of prior events of violence, that the current riot—now available to be added to the
end of the list—makes available as chronology. ‘Tactics of anticipation’, then, can
be produced in relation to this visible chronology of violence. In the play I am
reading here, many parts of Rasanaygam’s self are produced through these tactics:
so the bottles of alcohol that fill his bag, in each successive visit, and the ‘boozing’
they produce, are gentle parodies of that repertoire of practices.

The most succinct example of a ‘tactic of anticipation’ emerges in this text both
as farce and tragedy. It is what might be called a ‘master’ tactic of anticipation, the
kind of tactic that is learnt by us Tamils, so that we may be mobilised when
confronted, during a riot, by a Sinhala mob. Rasanayagam has learnt, over the
years, to pronounce the Sinhala word Baldiya (Bucket) the Sinhala way, as opposed
to what might be thought of as a distinctively Tamil way of pronunciation—
Valdiya. The point for Rasanayagam is this: when he is confronted with a Sinhala
‘mob’ who present him with a bucket and ask him to ‘name’ it, he is able to perform
his Tamilness as Sinhalaness, given the tactics of anticipation he has learnt. He
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continues to perform these tactics throughout the text, negotiating the line between
the serious and the parodic, until finally, as it were, he refuses in one profound
moment to do it any more —refuses to perform his Tamilness as Sinhalaness—and
is then killed by a ‘mob’ that has surrounded him. I have dwelt on this text to bring
into relief the remaking of Tamilness, in the wake of 1983. The story of
Rasanayagam’s life and death focuses on the central importance of a repertoire of
practices, tactics of anticipation, for those Tamils who have lived on. The simple
point is this: to be a Tamil in Southern Sri Lanka, after 1983, is to produce one’s
identity, one’s Tamilness in relation to the anticipation of violence. To live as a
Tamil then, is to learn such a repertoire of tactics.

Muttiah and his family, who stayed on in Sri Lanka, are then, such Tamils. Like
many working class Tamils in Colombo they could not muster the capital, symbolic
and otherwise, to plan migration.17 When I got to know Muttiah and his family
in the early 1990s, the consequences of this position had slowly but subtly
manifested themselves. His children were becoming Sinhala and Buddhist. Such
an assimilatory movement in working class, urban Sri Lanka has a history as old as
migration itself, with the intensive movements of Indian Malayali labour in the
early twentieth century and subsequent inter-marriages being a good example.18

In fact, Muttiah’s own marriage to a Sinhala woman had not provoked a social
crisis on either affinal side, and the relationship, as noted before, did not provoke
comment in ordinary community life. Yet the emerging configuration of
Sinhalaness and Tamilness in the lives of Muttiah and Leela’s children seemed to
have undergone remarkable shifts in the space of a decade. There are five children
in question here: two girls born five and three years before the riots, and three
others born in rapid succession after a long hiatus, in the four years following 1983.
The elder two, young women when I knew them, had been given two names
each, one with a Sinhala ring to it, and another with a Tamil ring. Such names, of
course, are official appellations only invoked at sites of government power such as
the school, hospital or the courts. But urban working class people take such
institutions seriously, and the question of a name, and the practice of naming have
similar importance. With the first two children, ‘he [Muttiah] named them his way,
and I named them my way,’ said Leela, when I asked her. Then the couple had
just put in the two names in the certificate of birth, that crucial piece of government
paper. But the other three children, including the much awaited boy child that
was the reason for the couple’s remarkable fertility had only Sinhala names. ‘He
still names them his way,’ said Leela, ‘but we don’t write the names on the
certificate.’ Muttiah, she said, thought it would be a way to avoid trouble in the
future.

The presence of violence, in relation to tactics of its anticipation, emerges, also
in relation to the practice of ‘religion’ in Southern Lanka. The ethnographic terrain
at stake here is one which Jonathan Walters (1995:29) has recently called a
‘multireligious field,’ that is to say a field where the practices of ‘multireligion’ can
be thought through. The specific field in question here is that of the ‘Vel festival’—
where Hindus and Buddhists perform public acts of faith as a ‘sacred spear’ moves
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between two temples in the city in a complex ritual procession. The Vel festival
itself can be seen both historically, and anthropologically in relation to the
multireligious field of Kataragama, which has of course drawn significant scholarly
attention.19 What I want to point to is the place of this multireligious field in
relation to the anticipation of violence. Observing the festival in the summer of
1993, for example, what was dramatically apparent was the shrunken nature of the
celebrations. An event that had flowed and overflowed along the main
thoroughfares of Colombo producing an orgy of petty consumption for the middle
and working classes, that rivalled the spectacular displays of faith that accompanied
the fulfilment of vows by the believers, had retreated almost entirely into non-
public spaces, the grounds of the temples themselves. After 1983, the hoopla of Vel
—not the movement of the spear itself, but its associated practices, could not be
public, out there on the city streets any more, it had to be contained inside a
demarcated and defined boundary. Given that the festival had not even been held
for several years after the riots, it would be possible to argue that there is here a
clear cause and effect relationship: Vel was not held because of the riot. But to my
mind—as I have suggested before—this causal relationship does not sufficiently
illuminate the ethnographic field in this case. I want to think of the multireligious
field as produced in anticipation of violence. In this reading, the revived, but now
non-public and withdrawn nature of the event is a sign of its self-effacement, a
way of positioning it as something other than a public celebration of Tamilness
and Hinduness, which would be unwise given the constant anticipation of the
possibility of violence.

In the period before the riots, the Muttiahs regularly attended the Vel festival in
the city. But they do not do so any more and that annual event is only a distant
memory for the elder children; and the family hasn’t been to ‘see Vel’ since the
riots. They have felt, and this was expressed with some subtlety to me, that to go
and ‘see Vel’ might not be ‘safe’. They were right in their anticipation. In July
1993, when I visited the temples concerned with Vel and spent time there,
anthropologising that ethnographic field with a senior and distinguished colleague,
a bomb exploded in that very space just minutes after we had left. Tamils I talked
to believed that the bomb had been planted there by the army, as a disapproving
warning against even limited celebrations of Tamilness.

Leaving events like Vel behind, the Muttiah family have moved cautiously into
the sphere of Buddhism. Most inhabitants of Patupara are nominally Buddhists,
but as in many urban neighbourhoods only the very old and the very young display
any interest in regular temple visits. What matters for everyone else is the
observation of festivals like Vesak and Poson, with great energy and display. The
older Muttiah children have begun to participate in these events, and the younger
children now go to Daham Pasal, the Buddhist ‘Sunday School’ at the local temple,
with other neighbourhood children. It is not my suggestion here that all working
class Tamils have moved to assimilate Sinhala Buddhist socio-cultural practices after
the experience of collective violence. On the contrary, there are other communities
where spaces of ‘multireligion’, and ‘multiethnicity’ operate with success.20 Yet
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the options Muttiah’s family have exercised are not idiosyncratic, rather, in my
experience, they are becoming increasingly common.

I turn now to another aspect of the re-production of Tamilness in the face of
collective violence, by way of another Tamil family that moved to Patupara after
1983, the Pathmanathans. They made no bones about it, they were Jaffna Tamils,
their interests in Colombo were commercial. They were not wealthy, but hoped,
I think, to get there some day. The family, who had recently moved to Colombo
from the north, had found it very hard to find adequate housing, especially since
their son Ravi was seventeen. Young Tamil boys were under suspicion in the city,
and cordon and search operations were frequent, while all Tamils were stopped
routinely at check points everywhere. No landlord wanted to be accused of
harbouring a Tiger, and the few who would agree wanted inflated rents. The
Pathmanathans’ accommodation in Patupara was such an arrangement, but
Pathmanathan thought it was a good deal, since the neighbourhood was ‘quiet’,
and ‘safe’. They were outsiders in the neighbourhood, with no social links to other
families in Patupara, such as the Pereras, who were central to the lives of many.
They had little idea that anything at all had ‘happened’ in Patupara in 1983,
accepting on face value the bland, oft repeated assertion that everything had been
‘fine’. But still Pathmanathan liked the location of the house they rented because
it was hidden from the road, and therefore shrouded his wife’s Hindu ritual practices
—which were carried out indoors—from Sinhala eyes. The possibility of violence,
the position of the Pathmanathans in relation to it, remained an unsaid, but not an
unthought denominator in all this.

After the Pathmanathans had lived for about a year at the place, the landlords,
no relations of the Pereras, decided to raise the rent on the house. Now this was
understandable since price inflation in Colombo had to be countered; yet the rise
was steeper than might have been expected. For the Pathmanathans who had rented
the place on the understanding that the rent would be constant for two years, the
demand seemed unjust. They refused to pay, until one day, not altogether by
accident, they heard about the Josephs: the long standing dispute the Josephs had
had over the rented house with the Pereras, and their sorry plight after the violence.
This story was merely hinted at, not told in stark cause and effect tones or terms;
but it struck right at the heart of life. Nearly ten years after the riot, the possibility
of renewed civilian-directed violence was as real as it was terrifying. The rules of
the game, between landlord and tenant, were suddenly suspended: the
Pathmanathans paid up silently.21

Things changed for the Pathmanathans after that; they grew cautious and wary;
said little and walked quickly. For the old man and his wife, this was just another
burden to bear, just another facet to their being, in a Sinhala land. Their son, Ravi,
however, responded differently. I realised this one night in mid-1992, when a
militant bomb, in the north of the country, blew up nearly the entire commanding
staff of the Sri Lankan armed forces; a moment I have marked before. I note once
again, the peculiarities of this methodological site: a moment framed by an event
of violence, which then positions Tamilness firmly in the shadow of violence. The
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anticipation of violence, then, is both intense and representable in these particular
moments, which are always experienced in relation to a chronology of events of
civilian-directed violence that might be represented as a string of dates—’58, ’77,
’81, ’83; on that night I wondered if ’92 would be added to that list. Old
Pathmanathan and his wife were, of course, worried, and I tried to reassure them
that things would be all right.

But Ravi disagreed. There was going to be a riot, he said, and it is going to make
1983 look puny. As we argued late into the evening it became increasingly clear
that there was a great deal at stake for Ravi in this discussion. He, unlike his parents,
was not in mortal fear of a riot. He had his papers in a bank vault, and a few clothes
in a case. He lived in anticipation of a riot, not with helpless anger, but with clear
foresight: it would help him to leave Lanka and migrate to the West. Ravi’s cousin
Bala was in Canada; he was doing well with his own grocery store, and would take
Ravi in. Except he had little chance of obtaining political asylum, given the
relatively peaceful conditions in Southern Sri Lanka. Ravi wanted a riot. It was
then, and only then, that his Tamilness would be worth something in the West.
Ravi is not alone; there are many like him. The possibility of violence has loomed
large for southern Tamils for too long for such a response to be unthinkable. But
the possibility of violence is not enough for a visa: for embassy doors to open,
people must die.22

A consideration of Ravi, and similarly positioned Tamils is crucial to
understanding the practices I have been calling ‘tactics of anticipation’ in this
chapter, both politically and analytically. The proximity of Tamilness to the
possibility of violence, is not for me, and should not in general, be a sign of its
political righteousness, or its positioning on a moral high ground. If this were so,
then the narratives I have produced, and the ethnographic field I have constructed
here, would merely be part of the growing story of Tamil ‘suffering’, that is now
told repeatedly in different contexts. Ravi’s intervention demonstrates the
complexity of such narratives of ‘suffering’. It is my contention, that ‘tactics of
anticipation’ can also be politically positioned, produced as they are in a field of
power. Practices of the anticipation of violence, and humanist narratives of suffering
that are associated with them, I want to stress, can be both self-conscious and
interested, and produced performatively in different contexts. Hence, my effort to
encompass a series of very differently situated practices of anticipation as tactics,
which allow, finally, for the Tamilness of Ravi to emerge in relation to the
Tamilness of Joseph, Muttiah, Pathmanathan and that extraordinary fictional figure,
Rasanayagam. My conclusion is this: a life that is always already to be lived under
the shadow of violence—in other words, the very proximity to violence of
Tamilness—can itself be objectified, and made available to the repertoire of
practices I have called ‘tactics of anticipation’.

These tactics, I want to stress finally, are made visible not in relation to the
presence of violence in Southern Sri Lanka, but its possibility. There has not been,
for the last thirteen years, widespread collective anti-Tamil violence in Southern
Sri Lanka that is comparable to the events of 1983. In relation to that kind of
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violence, the institutions of modernity have stood firm; the ‘rule of law’ has
prevailed. The claim of modernity to control violence has indeed been met in
Southern Sri Lanka. Yet, the possibility of violence is real; for some, ‘tactics of
anticipation’ are part of their everyday lives. It is not part or place that is quantifiable,
or easily defined: its scope cannot be evaluated by a UN covenant on human rights,
nor can it be examined by Amnesty International. The anticipation of violence
produces a way of being that lies in the interstices of the modern, almost beneath
its cognisance. All I have tried to do in this chapter is to think over that condition
again and again, and touch its texture in different ways.

Notes

1 Significant support for this work has been provided by a Centenary Fellowship
awarded by the University of Chicago, a Research Fellowship funded by the John
D. and Catherine T.MacArthur Foundation, an International Dissertation Fellowship
awarded by the Joint Committee on South Asia of the American Council of Learned
Societies and the Social Science Research Council fanded by the Ford and Andrew
Mellon Foundations, a Visiting Fellowship provided by the International Centre for
Ethnic Studies, and a Dissertation Fellowship awarded by the Guggenheim
Foundation. This paper was presented at the EIDOS conference on ‘Globalisation
and Decivilisation’ held in Wageningen, the Netherlands, in December 1995. I am
grateful to James Fairhead, Mark Hobart, Ronald Inden, Norman Long and Quarles
van Ufford for their comments during that occasion, and Malathi de Alwis, Qadri
Ismail, Nick de Genova, David Scott and Jonathan Walters for commenting with
such care on a different version of this essay.

2 This chapter is conceptually indebted to two important interventions: Gyan Pandey’s
work (1992 & 1994) on the impossible place of violence in the historiography of
modern India, and Michael Tausig’s (1992) anthropological representations of the
trace terror, in the metropole.

3 As an aside, let me be clear here that I am not arguing for the impossibility of
producing an analytic of violence, or for that matter, for understanding its ‘causes’.
Such work is both important and possible, but is not my task here.

4 By separating out this kind of violence, from other, important and devastating
episodes of violence that Sri Lankans have experienced in recent years, I can note the
importance of both considering the kind and quality of violence under investigation,
and also the importance of work that would locate other kinds of violence at their
analytical centre. In this regard I have found Malathi de Alwis’ work (1997) on the
southern Mother’s Front inspiring.

5 I will, throughout this chapter, operate with the dual categories of Tamil[nes]s in
‘Southern Sri Lanka’. While this usage is primarily geographical, it can also mark a
political distinction between ‘southern Tamils’ and ‘north-eastern Tamils’, in the
logic of contemporary Tamil nationalism itself. My understanding of this distinction
is indebted to a categorically acute argument produced recently by Qadri Ismail
(1997). Ismail’s own reading of southern Tamil identity, in relation to the logic of
Tamil nationalism, is an important complement to my efforts here.
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6 There is, of course, sophisticated and multi-faceted literature that has advanced our
understanding considerably. A comprehensive overview is available in Stanley
Tambiah (1986). For a reading of the political economy of the violence see Newton
Gunasinghe (1984) and Sunil Bastian (1990). Important anthropological accounts of
the practices of violence at stake can be found in Bruce Kapferer (1988), Roberts
(1995) and Jonathan Spencer (1990).

7 See for example, Veena Das’ work (1990) which describes the survivors’ experience
in the wake of the 1984 Delhi riots, and also more generally essays in her recent
collection (1995).

8 All proper names relating to and including Patupara are fictitious.
9 A four-lane highway that connects the capital of Colombo, to the southern city of

Galle along the south-west coast.
10 Colombo is a colonial city that takes shape in relation to European colonial power

during and after the sixteenth century. For a historical account of its spatial
organisation, see Michael Roberts (1989), and for a comprehensive demographic
account see Bernard Panditharatne (1961). For the historicisation of the construction
of space in South Asian cities, see E.Anthony D.King (1976); and on building forms
see King (1989).

11 For a sensitively wrought description of capitalisation catalysed by a new road in a
Sinhala rural community, see Gunadasa Amarasekere’s Sinhala novel Karumakkarayo
(1953).

12 ‘Lord’, here, will be my gloss for the Sinhala Hamu. I see the relationship of ‘Lord’
to ‘servant’ here as a modern reactivation of an archaic form. See Newton
Gunasinghe’s brilliant ethnography (1990) for a theorisation of such relationships;
also Tamara Gunesekere’s work (1994) for recent ethnographic details in a rural
context.

13 I draw here on an argument that I have expanded on in Jeganathan (1997a).
14 I have tried to think through this problem in Jeganathan (1997b).
15 Another paper, Jeganathan(1997b), contains both a detailed ethnographic account,

and anthropological argument about this event.
16 There is not a significant literature on any one of these events. But see, on ‘1958'

Tarzi Vittachi (1958) a comprehensive journalistic account which also serves as a
preliminary administrative history of the event, and James Manor’s essay (1982) which
only hints at the sociological complexities at stake. Edmund Leach (1958) is only of
incidental interest.

17 After the violence, the Josephs, their house and home in ruins, emigrated to Australia
from a refugee camp. As such they joined hundreds of thousands of Tamils who have
made their way out of Sri Lanka to metropolitan nations in the last twelve years. For
a reading of such migration see Valentine Daniel (1992).

18 For a close reading of debates surrounding these ‘mixed’ working class marriages, in
a different historical period see Jayawardena (1986).

19 James Cartman (1957:124) has suggested that the Vel festival comes into being in the
wake of the regulations and restrictions imposed on the festival held in Kataragama,
by colonial authorities, given fear of cholera epidemics in the late nineteenth century.
For an account of the ritual relationship between Kataragama and Vel see Don
Handelman (1985). For ethnographic accounts of Kataragama see Gananath
Obeyesekere (1977) and (1978).

20 I think through such a community in another work: Pradeep Jeganathan (n.d.).
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21 Such situations are not uncommon; Kanapathipillai (1990) has also noted an instance
of the inflection with violence of a landlord-tenant relationship, as has Sumitra
Rahubadha in her Sinhala novel Sura Asura (1986).

22 It is not only Ravi who anticipates this possibility. There is more at stake than the
desire of Sri Lankan Tamils to migrate seeking a better life for themselves.
Immigration itself is part of a globalised circuit of capital with its own logic and
imperatives, and large scale migrations of Tamil political refugees to the metropolis
from Sri Lanka after 1983 have inserted ‘Tamilness’ into those circuits. On the one
hand are the many hundreds of thousands of Tamils in North America and Europe
who live in the ‘half-light’ of migrancy. They are not quite in yet; so they could be
sent back. Every so often bureaucrats will look down at the files, and wonder if Sri
Lanka could be re-classified as ‘safe’. This would spell disaster for those who have
paid tens of thousands to immigration ‘brokers’ who got them to the West, where
they thought the good life was at hand. On the other hand, of course, are the ‘brokers’,
who have a good thing going. There is something to be made off every refugee.
They, too, live in anticipation of violence. A consideration of this ethnographic field,
however, is beyond the scope of this chapter.
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8
At the frontiers of the modern state in

post-war Guatemala
Finn Stepputat

Movement and the ‘national order of things’

This essay deals with movement, violence and the formation of nation-states.
Interest in the nation-state as an object of social science has greatly increased in the
1990s. Several factors have nurtured this interest, such as the demise of the bipolar
world system, the proliferation of ‘internal’ national conflicts and ‘humanitarian
interventions’, the surge of nationalisms, the creation of new nation-states,
immigration to Europe and North America, and the formation of new economic
and political supranational unions.

While much current writing on nation-states focuses on these as important arenas
for the politics of identity, this chapter will have a closer look at the relation
between the formation of nation-states and the movement of people across
territories. Of course, the politics of identity are integral to this relation. Post-
structuralists have for some years engaged in an effort to historicise the otherwise
naturalised nation-state by deconstructing how the nation-state is produced as
‘real’, and as a container of a homogeneous national culture. This production is
contingent upon violence and forced displacement as well as strategies of
containment, misrecognition and forgetfulness (Shapiro 1996).

Gupta and Ferguson’s well coined notion of the ‘politics of space’ (1992) directs
our attention to the struggles and dynamics which feed into the organisation and
representation of (national) space. In the twentieth century, the politics of space
have resulted in the globalisation of the nation-state as a model for societal
organisation. Thus a ‘national order of things’ has become dominating world-wide
(Mallki 1992), although it has been increasingly contested. By contestation we do
not refer to nationalist or ethnic challenges to existing nation-states. As the post-
war mapping of ex-Yugoslavia illustrates, such challenges draw heavily upon the
nation-state repertoire of practices and symbols. Rather, following Appadurai
(1993), we refer to ‘post-nationalist’ practices inherent in, for example,
transnational migration and the refugee regime.

The present essay suggests that movement and the control of movement, are
important substances for the construction and reproduction of the sovereignty of
(territorial) nation-states. Nomads and modern, illegal immigrants have



experienced how nation-states inscribe notions of sovereignty on their lives. As
Lynn Doty has suggested, nation-states, faced with challenges to their sovereignty
by border-transgressors, tend to reinscribe sovereignty through techniques of
differentiation, thus creating distinctions between first and second class citizens.
Lynn Doty uses the notion of ‘internal exclusions’ which reconfirm the inside/
outside distinction so fundamental to the imagery of nation-state sovereignty (Lynn
Doty 1996). Here, I will use a different notion: I will refer to the construction of
‘internal boundaries’, since this notion directs our analytical attention towards the
spatial dimensions of the hierarchies (of gender, age, class, race, ethnicity) through
which the ‘national order of things’ works.

Spatial strategies and the frontier of the modern nation-
state

In the following, we will consider a case of threatened sovereignty which differs
somewhat from the case of illegal immigration to the North, considered above.
The point of departure is the situation of Guatemala in the early 1980s, when a
left-wing guerilla movement had the military government on its heels. For a
moment the guerillas controlled a good part of the rural districts in the highland,
where the basically non-Indian armed groups had won the support of many Indians.
In late 1981, the army launched a counter-insurgency programme which in less
than one year recuperated military control of most of the national territory.

In the present analysis, however, we will not consider the case as one of territorial
recuperation only. Rather we regard it as a process of nation-state formation in
regions where the nation-state has been non-existent, or at least strongly contested.
In this sense we are dealing with the ‘frontiers’ of the modern state, i.e. areas where
the political authority and administrative capacity of the state apparatus is diffuse
and limited (Prescott 1978). In Foucauldian terms, the modern techniques of
government, based on individualising systems of surveillance and control, have not
yet been installed and legitimised.

A paradigmatic example of what we are talking about is the practice of forced
conscription as utilised in Guatemala until the early 1990s. In the absence of an
administrative system that would enable state representatives to identify, locate and
draft young male individuals at their home address or in their place of work, the
military used other techniques. Basically these techniques have relied on the
physical control of movement, such as road blocks or raids on market days, when
many people gather in the rural towns. Pre-war conscriptions are described as
round-ups of young males who desperately try to escape the soldiers, ‘running away
like rabbits'.1 This practice is predetermined by the colonial system of
administration (resettling the subjects in ‘Indian towns’) and the system of market
places and market days which channel movement in certain time-space patterns.
These systems enable the state representatives to predict when and where to find
and stop ‘people’ but not specific individuals.

128 FINN STEPPUTAT



In contrast to these momentous encounters between representatives and subjects
of predatory states, ‘grids of modern rationality’ are seen as embedding the
individual in a permanent system of disciplinary power which obliterates violence
as a means of government (e.g. Giddens 1985).2 This form of power is contingent
upon specific organisations of space which circumscribe property relations, work
relations and entitlements. Thus, the liberal land reforms in nineteenth-century
Latin America could be interpreted as one technique of government that
contributed to such spatial organisation (Ronsbo 1997).

De Certeau uses the notion of ‘strategies’ for the kind of (panoptic) techniques
which organise space so as to render residence and movement permanently
predictable and controllable (de Certeau 1984). ‘Strategy’ is a model which is
inherent in military, political, scientific and economic rationality: the institution
or actor in question delimits a place of its own (a ‘proper place'), from where it can
generate relations with an exterior of targets, enemies, clients or objects distinct
from itself. ‘A Cartesian attitude, if you wish: it is an effort to delimit one’s own
place in a world bewitched by the invisible powers of the Other’ (ibid: 36). This
would be the situation at the frontier of the modern state that we will consider
below.

In modern nation-states this ‘proper place’ of strategies comprises the whole
territory. There is no more externality, nowhere to escape surveillance and mapped
out space. The subjects have to ‘make use’ of this spatial organisation; they consume
(and produce) it through everyday practices which are pragmatic in nature, or
‘tactical’, in de Certeau’s terminology. ‘Strategies’ are to ‘tactics’ what maps are to
tours, or movement, which cannot be reduced to the trajectory because of the time
sequence involved. Thus strategies may be seen as attempts to channel, predict and
control movement across territories. Shapiro, inspired by de Certeau, has noted
that states are often represented as the ‘stasis’ which is challenged by (social)
‘movements’…. ‘Yet, states themselves resist these challenges through perpetual
movement’ (Shapiro 1996:52).

Frontiers are not just a question of the management of movement by violent
means in the absence of a grid through which modern techniques of power can
work. As de Certeau’s ‘strategic’ distinction between the ‘proper place’ and ‘a world
bewitched by the invisible powers of the Other’ indicates, representations are very
much at stake as well. For most people, the (Anglo-Saxon) notion of the frontier
conveys images of encounters between civilisation and savageness, settlements and
wilderness, settlers and wanderers, known and unknown. This is no coincidence.
These images have been constructed in historically and geographically specific
processes of colonisation and state formation that, more often than not, involve
acts of violence. Thus, in her study of frontier violence in the Andes, Deborah
Poole notes that the polarising logic of ethnic, racial and cultural oppositions
dominates at the level of discourse; ‘Yet what renders it dominant (i.e. what
authorises its universality) is the fact that in everyday life and in popular memory,
such oppositions […] are inscribed in both individual memories and the social
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imaginary as labels inscribed on the body through concrete acts of physical violence’
(Poole 1994:208).

Examples are numerous. Gerald Sider shows how, at the extremely violent and
dangerous seventeenth and eighteenth-century frontier in the south-east of North
America, native agricultural producers and merchants were transformed into
‘Indians’, represented as tribes of savage warriors (Sider 1994:112). Likewise, Ana
Maria Alonso has traced how Mexican state formation intertwined with identity
formation at the northern frontier, where the ‘placeless’ Apache epitomised the
barbaric ‘Indian’. At the frontier, the subsequent civilising projects of King and
State opened an opportunity for people of varying colours and social status to
‘whiten’ if they settled at the frontier as agents of the civilising state project (Alonso
1995). The most important index of the civilised gente de razón (people of reason)
was their belonging to and settlement in a bounded place, as opposed to the
perceived placelessness and unbounded livelihood of the Apache. The lack of place
and territory was, on one hand, an asset in the struggle at the frontier. As an observer
noted in a report from 1776: ‘They are not obliged to defend, protect, nor maintain
any Stopping Place, Site or Population’ (ibid: 60). On the other hand, this very
placelessness (and hence savageness) legitimised the colonisation and ultimate
inclusion of the Apache area.

De Certeau’s ‘strategy’ and ‘tactics’ pop up again when we consider the frontier
in terms of relations of violence, movement and state formation. Colonisation and
territorial conquest is concerned with the production of places, or points of control.
In this move, which according to Deborah Poole usually involves violence, objects
are excluded and an exterior is produced. This move of exclusion marks the
frontier, which in Poole’s words refers to ‘any socially constructed relation of social
difference, and specifically to the ways in which this imagined relation of
(hierarchical) difference or exclusion is encoded into the territorial or geographic
identity of a group of people’ (Poole 1988:369).

The question is how the modern nation-state is produced. How is the ‘savage’
exterior brought under control, encapsulated, integrated, or extinguished, and a
uniform national territory produced? How is the nation-state extended beyond the
‘civilised’ points of control? Our contention is that current ‘humanitarian
interventions’ and ‘post-war reconstructions’ can be meaningfully addressed as
problematic of ‘the frontier’. Below, I will describe three encounters in
contemporary Guatemala in terms of violence, movement and state formation at
the frontier.

Violence and displacement at the Guatemalan frontier

The province of Huehuetenango in north-western Guatemala was indeed a frontier
in 1982. The guerillas controlled many rural townships and had won substantial
support in the villages. Some were actively engaged, others were just ‘listening at
the meetings’, but everybody was organised in order to channel their
‘contributions’ to the guerillas (food, sons, tortillas, money, scrap iron). The guerillas
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were cleaning up the area, threatening the rich and people associated with the state
to leave, and executing those who were accused of being collaborators of the army.
They were undoing the infrastructure of the state by blocking roads, destroying
bridges, impeding road construction and tearing down village prisons. They killed
large landowners and even representatives of groups of peasants who were in the
process of acquiring landed property, since they claimed ‘the land is free, the land
belongs to everybody’.

But the situation was ambiguous. The army was not totally absent. Patrols visited
the villages on occasions. People fed the soldiers as well as possible, and complied
to some degree when they were ordered to organise themselves in civil patrols for
self-defence, the ‘PACs’. In the villages, people seemed to manage the situation in
pragmatic ways by resorting to ‘humility and compliance’. ‘We had two masters’,
explained one woman.

When the army started their counter-insurgency offensive, the people were told
to stay in the villages; ‘there was a law, that we should stay in our houses’. The
guerillas wanted people to leave for camps in the wilderness when army patrols
approached the villages. Three weeks before the massacre in San Francisco, the
army had told the villagers that ‘the most important thing is that you stay in your
houses, that you don’t leave. If you are not here in your houses, we will have to
kill you, because it’s you who are doing damage to Guatemala’ (Falla 1983:20).

So, people stayed in the village—and were killed. The army surrounded the
village and gathered the men in the office of the deputy mayor and the women
and children in the church. Until then, according to one of the survivors, people
had been tranquil. But after plundering the houses, the soldiers took the women
to their houses, one by one, violated them and shot them. Afterwards they killed
the children, cutting open their bellies or crushing their heads. Next, the old men
had their throats cut with a ‘blunt and rusty knife’, before the rest of the men were
shot or burned in the juzgado. In total more than 300 were killed.

The systematic form of the massacre—the killing was organised in terms of age
and gender categories—is disturbing in itself; yet this disturbance may be a product
of the modern relegation of violence to the realm of the irrational or pre-modern.
Nevertheless, the form itself was not meant for public consumption.3 Its objective
was to strengthen the perpetrators’ ability to carry out the task. For public
consumption was the exhibition of the man who was accused of being the leader
of the guerillas in San Francisco. According to a young, female refugee from a
village in the region, the army patrol ‘brought him along, put a pole up his ass, and
showed him to villagers in the area to warn them what would happen if they
supported the guerillas. He was a stout man and his head was rolling like this (…).
Soon he died.’ The symbolism of the act is too obvious.

Even without surviving witnesses to tell the story, or the spectacle of the man-
with-a-pole-up-his-ass, the massacre could be considered a theatrical rather than
a secluded act of violence (Foucault 1979). The massacre as such was meant for
public consumption, but unlike medieval executions no audience was invited.
However, neighbours saw the smoke from the burned houses; the smell of burnt

THE MODERN STATE IN POST-WAR GUATEMALA 131



flesh was in the air for days. There were no dead or mutilated bodies to be seen,
but empty villages produce a significant absence in the same way as do desaparecidos,
the disappeared: Hubo silencio. ‘There was silence’. This is how people in the area
in general depict abandoned villages, although some accounts describe how the
abandoned animals would howl and growl.

Indeed, the massacre produced a distinct sense of disorder, which gave impetus
to the flight of more than a thousand families from neighbouring villages. Two
facts seemed to influence their decision to flee. First, they could no longer rely on
pragmatic tactics (compliance and humility), since they could be killed even if they
stayed in the villages and did what the army told them to do. The villagers lost
confidence in their ability to manage the situation. Second, San Francisco was killed
in toto, including army as well as guerilla supporters, women and children as well
as men. As one of the survivors commented on the act: ‘How could the government
give orders to kill women and children who were innocent? How many weapons
did the women hand in, how many did the children hand in? The Government is
crazy’ (Falla 1983:82). Thus, violence had transgressed the habitual boundaries
between the public and the private, through which politics and warfare have been
constructed as men’s business; it is within the limits of the predictable that men
become targeted by the state. But women and children?

Such violence is not meaningless; on the contrary, it is structured by the meaning
of the habitual frames and boundaries which are broken and transgressed. I contend
that the massacre in San Francisco was planned and designed so as to produce a
‘space of death’, and to provoke a massive displacement of people in this strategically
important border region. The effect was a dichotomisation of these areas between
a network of armed villages under army control, and a space beyond control,
represented as el monte, the wilderness.

The organisation of space during counter-insurgency became politically effective
through the representation of spaces and the subjected bodies within. Once
divided, more or less arbitrarily, between those who stayed and those who ran away
when the army arrived in a village, the bodies were defined according to space:
subjects of the Guatemalan state were in the armed villages, and subversives were
in the ‘wilderness’, or in the refugee camps in Mexico. Once organised, the villages
made up an almost perfect system of social surveillance and information. Through
the system all inhabitants surveilled each other. ‘We did nothing in hidden ways
(a escondidos). What one did, everybody did’. The system generated information
on every movement in and out of villages and detected people out of place— the
dangerous ‘unknown’ (desconocidos).

Since space defined identities, even ‘known’ people with written permission
were treated with suspicion if encountered in ‘the wilderness’. When somebody
passed from a residence in ‘the wilderness’ or in Mexico, to the space of the villages,
the passage was represented and orchestrated by the army as a rite de passage: from
savagery, vagrancy, poverty, danger and irresponsibility to civilisation, family,
fatherland, work and a certain degree of prosperity: in short, as a representation of
the well-known dualisms of nation-building.
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The army succeeded in producing a claustrophobic space in which the rural
population was tied to well-defined places, mobility firmly controlled, and the
guerillas and their social base were contained in circumscribed, strategically less
important areas. As noted by Feldman, in the case of Northern Ireland, spatial
reconfigurations during armed conflict can be interpreted as efforts to ‘concentrate
violence in manageable and exchangeable forms’ (Feldman 1991:37). Indeed,
armed confrontations in many areas were reduced to almost ritualised exchanges
in specific locations, which became renowned for these encounters between the
guerillas and the army (Stoll 1993; Stepputat 1996).

In this interpretation of armed conflict, displacement is not just an unintended
effect of violent acts. Displacement is provoked so as to introduce a spatial
organisation which facilitates the control (and reduction) of movement and reduces
ambiguity. For the ‘displaced’ population in the ‘wilderness’, mobility within the
delineated areas was the ultimate tactic of survival in the face of bombings and army
raids. The Communities of Population in Resistance, CPRs, were nomadic villages.

For those in the Guatemalan zones of conflict who stayed, control of movement
amounted to a displacement of sorts. Movement is an important element of
‘peasant’ livelihoods, although they are usually depicted as place-bound. But the
impossibility of commercial relations, migrant labour, cultivation of land at different
altitudes, and other activities involving movement outside the village, amounts to
a serious problem of survival. Thus, ‘displaced persons’ may not be the most
adequate category for prioritising post-war entitlements.

Mimicry and state surrogates

Twelve years after the massacre in San Francisco, I was driving a white off-roader
belonging to the UN human rights mission in Guatemala, MINUGUA, down a
worn out dirt-road leading to an army outpost, 10km from the Mexican border.
My task was to ‘verify’ a denunciation we had received from a neighbour in the
village of La Ceiba, where village authorities presumably had violated the peace
agreement over human rights. The neighbour claimed that the deputy of the village
had threatened and intimidated him, forcing him to leave the village, an act which
might be classified as a violation of the right to physical integrity.

Apparently, the neighbour had refused to accept an appointment as third police
officer in the village, where appointed deputies and police officers had to take turns
for a one-year period. Such appointments are regarded as ‘voluntary’ community
services, which, nevertheless, entitle the holder to (continued) membership of the
community and constitute steps in the customary hierarchy of Mayan communities.
The neighbour in question, a man from a different county who had married a
woman from the village, wanted the community to pay him for the service. To
him, MINUGUA was a resource for fighting the village authorities.

Close to the village, a group of young men from La Ceiba were working on the
road. They had blocked the road with a few sticks and stones so I had to stop. A
man approached me asking for a ‘contribution’ (una colaboración) because they were
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‘working voluntarily’ on the maintenance of the miserable road. The army had
constructed the road as part of the counter-insurgency programme in the
mid-1980s, but since the guerillas had destroyed the machinery of the construction
company, the army had never felt encouraged to maintain the road. Now, a private
bus company, merchants, army trucks in disguise, and coyotes with their loads of
US-bound ‘wetbacks’ use the road. Since a large group of refugees have returned,
‘organised and collectively’, from the camps in Mexico to a nearby settlement, an
increasing number of development organisations have also used the road.

On the initiative of a group of returned refugees, a regional committee of fifteen
villages has been formed to put pressure on the authorities to introduce electricity
to the region and undertake road maintenance. But the mayor has answered that
the road still belongs to the army, so the government can do nothing. The young
man on the road block explains that in his village, at the roadside, many people
wanted to do something about the problem, but had been unable to agree on a
general, communal work turn-out. They undertook the job, therefore, on a
volunteer basis, ‘taking turns’. After a long conversation, I paid and continued.

Five hundred metres down the road there was a new road block and a new
group of workers. ‘This is not fair, I have paid once’ was my first reaction. ‘But
we’re a different group’, they insisted. After a while I managed to negotiate and
pay my way through the road block, and continued, wondering about the state of
the modern, civil state in post-war Guatemala. Seen from a former conflict area,
where schools, clinics, water supplies and credit schemes are being constructed
mainly by the EU, UNHCR and international NGOs, and where the National
Guard rarely leave their offices in the town, the modern state appears to be very
distant in institutional terms.

But does the absence of the modern state make room for other features in the
landscape? Talking in concrete terms, the incident urges us to consider a number
of past and current practices related to road construction/maintenance, or to road
blocks which may have informed the action of the young men. Of course, they
had invented a kind of local wage labour that was at least as profitable as work on
the plantations on the southern coast or in Mexico, which the young men
mentioned as unfavourable choices. But in their discourse they apparently felt
compelled to refer to systems of community service and general labour turn-outs.
These systems have, of course, been produced and reproduced in relations between
Indians and the government during past centuries.

In many communities, road maintenance is an obligation which confirms
membership and entitles the member to land, water, firewood or the like. But
other authorities have obliged the communities to give away their labour (regalado)
in road construction. The grandfathers of the young men had to work two–four
weeks every year, constructing the roads of President Ubico in the 1930s. And
their fathers had to work for the army in the same way on occasions during the
1980s.

Today, the idea is emerging that road maintenance is an obligation of the state.
In this region, the returning refugees in particular have endorsed this idea, as
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expressed in the regional committee. But the state does not acknowledge this.
Hence, the (unauthorised) practice of blocking the road appears as an alternative
that turns road maintenance into free enterprise. After all, road blocks became
commonplace during the conflict. The guerillas blocked the road when they
wanted to attract the attention of the army and the public media or extract war
taxes, the civil patrols did it, the army does it. And today the National Guard and
Treasury Guard (Guardia de Hacienda) block the roads in strategic locations in order
to extort bribes from the coyotes ($4 per wetback per road block) and other
smugglers.

Thus, this incident shows us what may happen when the institutions of the civil
state do not take responsibility for the territory at the frontier. As in many other
regions of Latin America, the frontiers in Guatemala have seen state authority
delegated to hacienda owners or other surrogates of the state. Mimicking
government techniques, which basically consist of taxing movement by coercive
means, the young men act as state surrogates. In their discourse, the lack of
communal, as well as government action, legitimises their actions.

Unmaking the frontier: settlement and new entitlements

Next to the border with Mexico we find three villages located on three of five
fincas or large farms, which belong to an absentee landlord. He bought his 10,000
hectares before the war broke out but has never worked the land ‘because of the
subversives’, he states. Now, when peace is approaching, he, and the rules of private
property, are becoming ever more present. During the conflict, the danger, rather
than any formal entitlements, defined the access to land and other resources.

The residents have grown corn on the land for generations, especially since the
former landlord left the land idle because of meagre results. In the late 1980s, the
peasants heard rumours that the landlord intended to sell the land to a mining
corporation or to groups of refugees in Mexico. They investigated the possibility
of buying the land, but found no source of credit for its purchase. Meanwhile, a
small group of refugees who had left the same cluster of villages in 1982, managed
to locate the landowner and buy one of the fincas next to the villages. The price
was high, but the leader of the refugees had established a good relation to CEAR
(the Guatemalan Commission for Repatriates and Refugees) and to the credit
institution for refugees, FORELAP. The pine trees on the land made the credit
feasible, according to the technical report. The institutions on their part saw this
as a chance to launch an ‘organised and individual repatriation’ scheme under the
‘Permanent Commissions’, the politically informed answer of government to the
success of the ‘organised and collective return’ of Guatemalan refugees from
Mexico. The government considered this organisation to have some relations with
the guerillas.

The villagers, in particular those who had been working the finca land in question
during the armed conflict, expressed their discontent publicly: they claimed a share
of the land, arguing that the land had the only forest reserve for house construction
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in the villages. The dispute escalated, and upon repatriation, a large group of the
‘locals’ presented themselves in the repatriates’ settlement launching threats and
displaying violent attitudes, according to present government employees.
UNHCR and several governmental organisations involved themselves in the case
and sought to reconcile the parties.

The villagers based their claim on their status as mozos-colonos, a Hispano-
American notion of occupation and residence (tenant) which implies a reciprocal
relationship between tenants and the patrón. According to the tenants, when he
left the finca, the former landlord—the good ‘patrón’—had told them to ‘work the
land as if it were yours, but never let strangers onto the land’. During the armed
conflict, they had indeed ‘defended the land’ as good patriots and tenants. At least
twenty members of the civil patrol had died in battle with guerillas on this piece
of land. These PACs had constituted the centre-piece of the army’s intent to control
the frontier. The refugees, on the other hand, based their claim on their status as
rightful owners of a private property. Of their opponents, the villagers, of whom
many spent weeks, months and years with them in Mexico, they said ‘they were
refugees with us, they know very well that in Mexico you have to pay for
everything, land, water, firewood. They are just posados on the property of others’.
Posado refers to the condition of having access to land on the grace of others.

After the incident between the repatriates and the tenants, the army and CEAR
were called to a meeting of reconciliation. The director of CEAR, arriving by
helicopter from the capital, made his speech of national reconciliation in which he
said:

We, from CEAR, represent the authority of the government. We are
committed to peace in our country and do not side with one party or the
other. We work for a Guatemala without rich or poor, without indigeno or
ladino, where we’re all Guatemalans (…) The refugees are as Guatemalan as
we are, this is important to understand. We have a problem here with some
violent attitudes. This is what we do not want. We want to bury every violent
solution to problems, this belongs to the past. Before, people killed each
other with the machete every day, but not now. Seek dialogue! There are
many national and international institutions now. Ask them to mediate
instead of using the machete.

The general from Zona Militar No. 19 closed the meeting congratulating the
participants for ‘this exhibition of civilised behaviour’. The myth of authority feeds
on representations of savagery. Thus, the villagers, the former civil patrollers, are
confronted with a drastic change in discourse. Before, they were encouraged to
cross the border and kidnap and kill refugees— ‘guerillas’, ‘savages’ and ‘non-
Guatemalans’—in order to become legitimate members of the national
community. Now, they, themselves are deemed savages because of their violent
attitudes and their lack of respect for private property, while the repatriates are
represented as civilised Guatemalans, who are entitled to land.
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The former commander of the civil patrol finds himself in a difficult situation.
As an influential community leader and ex-soldier, he, like many others did not
endure the hardships of exile for long but returned to the village in order to ‘seek
the protection of the army’. He obeyed the orders of the army on behalf of the
village, and is therefore held responsible by the widows for the twenty men who
died in combat. Today, he is seeking ‘projects’ for these widows, and has,
unsuccessfully, been leading the struggle for land. Meanwhile his leadership is
seriously contested by younger men who have not been compromised by the
conflict.

Finally, the present conflict over land has an additional irony. When these villages
sided with the guerillas at the beginning of the armed conflict, the present leader
of the group of repatriates propagated the view that land cannot be owned because
it belongs to everybody, a view generally held by the guerillas. Today, he is
returning as the owner of land which members of the civil patrol ‘defended’, while
their patrón, very un-patriotically as it were, sold part of it to the refugees.

When former members of the civil patrol confront army officers with this
seemingly unjust outcome of an armed conflict which they won, the army officers
tell them that international organisations, not government, are paying for the land
for the repatriates. This coincides with a view held by some sectors in Guatemala
that the peace negotiations and process of reconciliation are illegitimate and
unconstitutional. The guerillas should not be in a position to negotiate anything
without the intervention of the international community.

Nevertheless, repatriation, including the conflicts which it may cause, is an
opportunity for the state to ‘recuperate’ the territory and the people. In the case at
hand, representatives of government organisations are authorising and supervising
the resettlement scheme. They have involved themselves in the process of
reconciliation and are organising the negotiation and technical delimitation of the
land of the repatriates. They are also introducing and administering credit schemes
for land and production, and they have been involved in the design and organisation
of production activities that supposedly will enable the repatriates to reimburse the
credit.

Intervention and the ‘men of the frontier’

The delegation of state authority to a particular class of persons is a common feature
of the frontier, where otherwise the state would not have a permanent, personified
presence. In Latin America, authority is often delegated to the patrón of economic
units such as haciendas, mining corporations, or logging companies. These persons
are able to monopolise relations and access to the state apparatus, which, in turn,
sees them as a medium for the extension of sovereignty to (bewitched) regions of
weak state presence. The use of violence at the frontier is therefore not
monopolised by the state apparatus; but by extra-legal or ‘private’ forms of justice
and coercion that are tolerated or even encouraged by the state (cf. Fowerraker
1981; Taussig 1987; Poole 1988; Alonso 1995).
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At the frontiers of the armed conflict in Guatemala, hacienda owners,
entrepreneurs, and other influential non-Indians left in numbers. The authority of
state was delegated to the commanders of the civil patrols (the PACs) and the (civil)
military commissioners in towns and villages, who used their authority in different
ways, with or without the consent of the army. The PACs were engaged in a
civilising mission that, as Ana Maria Alonso notes for Chihuahua, involved a
gendered ethic (Alonso 1995). To stay and defend the land at the Guatemalan
frontier is represented in terms of male virtues. As a PAC commander said about
the repatriates: ‘They were the ones who ran, they were the most frightened
(miedosos). We who stayed thought we were very brave and courageous, We did
what we did for the fatherland (la patria)’ (fieldnotes 1996).

But what happens to these ‘men of the frontier’ when the frontier is closed or
undone, when the ‘civilising’ project is well under way? In spatial terms we are
talking about the extension of de Certeau’s strategic ‘proper place’ to the whole
territory. By means of violence, displacement, civil patrols, and the delegation of
authority to militarised civil leaders of the villages, the army succeeded in extending
control from the level of towns (where colonial forms of power were focused) to
the village level. But the army was not able to extend permanent control beyond
the space of the villages. It did not ‘homogenise’ national space.

We may interpret the present wave of intervention as an intent to establish a
proper organisation of space, a grid of modernity, through which power can work
within the totality of the territory. Legal regulation and individualisation of access
to land is one feature of the intervention. This is not a new form of regulation, and
the individualisation of land tenure is not (yet) complete.4 But legal regulation was
partly suspended during the armed conflict, and legal regulation of the 1990s is
complemented by a whole range of other interventions which link the subject and
the state, such as land credits, credit schemes for production, productive projects,
etc.

Post-war interventions in the social landscape work through a number of
objectifying categories which are essentialised in terms of national reconciliation
and repair: repatriates, the displaced, returnees, widows, victims of human rights
violations etc. The land conflict in this case was accentuated by the use of the
category of ‘repatriate’, which, in the present context, gives entitlement and
legitimises interventions in the name of reintegration and reconciliation. In the
national press, the conflict was represented as a conflict between ‘repatriates’ and
‘locals’, categories which nurture an imagery of antagonistically opposed parties of
the national conflict, i.e. civil patrollers and guerilla supporters. But the trajectories
of livelihood and survival are more complex than that. All of the ‘locals’ sought
refuge in Mexico in 1982. Some returned ‘on their own account’ (i.e. without the
UNHCR support for resettlement) and had to pass through the army’s amnesty
ritual. Others were repatriated during the late 1980s under a tripartite agreement
between Mexico, Guatemala and UNHCR. And the families on both sides of the
border had been in more or less continuous contact during the conflict. As we have
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seen, the lack of coincidence between the categories of intervention and the social
identities of people has the potential to create much conflict.

For men of the frontier, the regulation and closing of the frontier changes their
position in the national hierarchies. Alonso describes how peasant warriors at the
northern frontier with Mexico lost their privileges and emblems of honour and
civilisation, as the ever-more present authorities of state sought a reduction of their
now ‘wild and threatening masculinity’ (Alonso 1995:118). At the end of the last
century, the new buzz words were ‘order and progress’. At the end of the twentieth
century, ‘peace and development’ discourse has taken their place, including human
rights, democracy and sustainability. But the former patrollers, the PACs, who may
or may not resort to threats of violence, are nonetheless seen more as an obstacle
to development than their northern precursors. In the discourse of the repatriates,
the patrollers, whom they are now in conflict with over land, are people who ‘want
to see blood, who will only destroy, while we daily try to improve ourselves and
create development. They are not conventional people (gente formales) like us’
(fieldnotes 1994).

Contrary to these dichotomising representations, we see the former men of the
frontier, the patrollers, as standing between resistance to the introduction of the
new organisation of space, which reduces the former liberties in the ‘wilderness’,
and the quest for a ‘government that takes us into account, that respects people
rather than killing them, a government that gives its contribution’, as a patrol
commander expressed it. Thus, in the aforementioned conflict, the ex-patrollers
followed two strategies: they solicited support from the government in order to
purchase the land they were working; and they demonstrated their potential force
in a way that told everybody in Guatemala that ‘there will be trouble if they buy
our land’.

The context of this chapter is a wave of international interventions which
comprise a large repertoire of techniques for nation-state formation encompassing
human rights institutions, democratic institutions and procedures, institutions for
the management of cultural difference, decentralisation, environmental protection
and development measures. One of the logics at work here is the preoccupation
in the North with the problems that migration may produce. Migration has
increasingly been interpreted in terms of security issues (Weiner 1993), and aid to
the South is increasingly being regarded as a measure against migration (cf. Böhling
& Schloeter-Paredes 1994). Thus, intervention may be interpreted as measures to
consolidate a national order of things in which movement can be controlled
without recurrence to coercive means of control.

This essay is a warning against the de-subjectification of people through
dichotomising interventions which may recreate the barbary of the frontier.
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Notes

1 Since the 1930s, a resident ‘military commissioner’ has organised conscription in
many towns, but the system did not produce sufficient numbers without the organised
coercion.

2 However, as Poulantzas (1978) argues, monopoly of the legitimised use of force is a
premise for the absence of violence.

3 Three witnesses escaped, which was apparently not meant to happen.
4 This fact is deplored by many of the intervening, international agencies.
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9
Vital force, avenging spirits and zombies

Discourses on drug addiction among Surinamese Creole
migrants in Amsterdam

Ineke van Wetering and Paul van Gelder

Introduction1

Since the early 1970s, the traffic in drugs has put some segments of the African
Surinamese or Creole community in Dutch cities under great pressure. Members
of some groups make energetic moves to maintain ethnic solidarity and control
tensions arising from participation in these pursuits, but the problems caused by
addicts in particular, put solidarity to severe trial. In general, no means, secular or
ritual, are left unturned to effect reintegration of those whose norms have gradually
deviated from those of ‘traditional’ group culture. However, there is also a tendency
to abandon some members as hopeless, primarily the addicted, and to exclude them
from community life. Such matters are rarely discussed directly, but are often
referred to obliquely, in symbolic language derived from the Afro-Surinamese
cultural heritage, called Winti, Akodrey or Kulturu.2 The labels attached to drug
addiction are an indication of a programme of rehabilitation or ritual action.
Although a ‘traditional’ world-view has lost its hold on many Creoles, it is striking
that a highly modern phenomenon such as drug addiction has caused a multifarious
replication of old concepts. For traditionalists, this has acted as an incentive to apply
some time-hallowed interpretations of misfortune to a new situation, whereas it
proved a stimulus for modernists in an emergent new middle class to reconstruct
the cultural heritage to suit new experiences. Here, we will discuss the discourses
current among the addicted, their friends and relations, kinsmen, partners and social
workers, including volunteers in churches and sects.

This is a difficult field of research among any group, but is especially so among
minorities. Neither drug addiction nor winti is freely discussed, and regarding both
issues, ambivalence is pervasive. Traffic in drugs is one of the few avenues to short-
term financial success in a period of economic decline and lack of job opportunities
for young migrants. But involvement in the drug scene also poses a threat to
respectability, one of the cardinal values in Creole culture.

Financial matters are shrouded in secrecy under normal circumstances, and this
is even more true of illegal earnings. Though ‘hustling’ is an accepted practice
among Surinamese Creoles (van Gelder 1990b), theft and ‘scoring’ behaviours
attendant upon addiction, are considered disgraceful. Involvement in problematic



pursuits that cause a public loss of face is held characteristic of the lower classes.
The same is true of winti. While the African heritage is a source of pride, an
expression of a collective identity, its practices are closely associated in the public
mind with social problems. At best, winti is a family affair, under the firm control
of the elderly and responsible.

Discourse and ethnicity

Here, it is neither the drugs scene nor popular religion that is the topic of discussion
per se, but their reflection in the discourses produced by those involved. ‘Discourse’
is understood here as the specific way social issues are stated and tackled. Any
discourse only partially assumes a verbal form, with what is left unsaid assuming
equal importance. It is also our assumption that more than one discourse is current
within the ranks of a group commonly referred to as one ethnic group.3 Different
social strata have specific ways of defining and dealing with matters regarded as
problematic. Open discussion is favoured by the middle class. There is also discourse
considered suitable for public debate and another for inner circles. Discourse that
takes place in Dutch is different from discourse in Sranan Tongo, Surinam’s lingua
franca, and there is a differentiation within both categories, though as discourses
are not isolated, there tends to be an interplay. As MacDonell (1986:33, 47) has
stressed, thoughts expressed in one discourse are related to thoughts not surfacing
there, but noticeable in other discourses. Drawing on Althusser, MacDonell points
out that discourses tend to take form in a struggle with other complexes of thought
or ideologies. And all varieties of discourse among Surinamese or other ethnic
groups and subgroups are in some way related to the discourses current in
mainstream society. As will be noted, for instance, colonial oppression and
exploitation forms a manifest part of the addicts’ discourse, whereas this does not
figure in the same way in public discourse or among kinsmen. Likewise, applying
the notion of ‘illness’— borrowed from a medical regime—to their condition is
not supported without ambivalence by other parties. Both differentiation and
overlap in discourses are of interest to us here.

Janssen and Swierstra (1982), two criminologists, first introduced the concept of
discourse in Dutch studies of drug addiction, hoping thus to bridge a gap between
micro- and macro-level studies and between political and symbolic anthropology.
They interviewed addicts, starting from assumptions current among students of
subcultures, life styles, marginalisation and survival strategies. The method implied
a restriction to a discourse of one party in the social field, the addicts, and to only
one of their discourses, namely that in a modern Western language. The views of
other parties, of non-using Creoles in some socially significant ways related to the
users, and discourses in the native vernacular, were not considered.

Anthropologists rarely have access to complete versions of discourses: parts are
often missing and a cacophony of messages may flood listeners simultaneously.
Here, we will try to sketch some communications, including some noticeable
silences, in public meetings, in privately-managed but public places such as
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churches, in the semi-private sphere of associations, and in interviews. Written
texts on drug addiction do not figure. The advantages of noting reactions from
audiences to statements, speeches and other performances are patent.

Surinamese Creoles and illegal drugs in Amsterdam

Although the use of hash and marihuana was common in Surinam in the 1960s,
the use and traffic in cocaine was negligible and heroin was completely unknown.
The use of the latter suddenly expanded enormously in Europe in the early 1970s.
Within a short span of time the Surinamese had wrested control of the market in
the Netherlands from the Chinese who had previously dominated this field. Thus,
a segment of the ethnic group developed vested interests in this ‘niche’. Around
1975, when Surinam gained political independence, the number of migrants
increased greatly. Many were young and unskilled, and unable to find employment
(van Gelder 1990a). The traffic in drugs was one of the few prospects for quickly
gaining a considerable income (cf. Buiks 1983:44). Drug dealers met the fully
packed planes arriving at Schiphol from Paramaribo, Surinam’s capital, and
recruited middlemen and street-dealers among the newcomers. The news spread
in Paramaribo, where unemployment was rising fast, and many wished to try their
luck. Research has borne out that most addicts drifted into the drugs scene for
economic and social reasons (Biervliet 1975; Janssen & Swierstra 1982; Buiks 1983;
van Gelder & Sijtsma 1988:1). They were also keen for adventure: they
experimented with drugs and some ended up as addicts.

Some quarters in Amsterdam are centres of illegal drug traffic and use. In spite
of the administration ‘s attempts at control, illegal drugs remain a tricky problem.
Bijlmermeer, in the south-eastern part of Amsterdam, offered shelter to many
Surinam migrants in the mid–1970s. The traffic in drugs gained a firm footing there
and many jobless young migrants became involved. Bijlmermeer is second only to
the city’s red light district as a focus of attraction for both addicts and dealers. The
reception centre for addicts there has been functioning for longer than anywhere
else in the city, and its inmates have close relations with the inhabitants of the
surrounding apartment buildings. Although Bijlmermeer is usually referred to as a
disadvantaged area, the influence there of black money is patent.

The administration opted for an integrated approach (Ahmed et al. 1988) to
reduce inconvenience and simultaneously create conditions favourable to a decent
life for addicts. Relief centres were created, some managed by Dutch institutions,
others by ethnic organisations subsidised by the administration, but they were often
short-lived as it proved impossible to keep drug dealers away. Attempts to open
new centres invariably met with opposition from the neighbourhood’s inhabitants
because of nuisance and violence. The free supply of methadone since 1980 has
proved to be viable only in cases of heroin addiction, the use of which in
Amsterdam appears to have stabilised since then. However, this is not true of
cocaine (van Gelder & Sijtsma 1988 I: 152).
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The inadequacies and vicissitudes of government policies, coupled with the
failures of organised social case-work have left scope for private initiatives. Some
such initiatives aim to control drug use or help individuals kick the habit. The field
is also open to volunteers. The lack of clear-cut policies in the public domain has
left the neighbourhood and kinsmen to fend for themselves and addicts who are
not interested in rehabilitation programmes to fall back on informal networks.
Those who choose not to remain aloof from the addicts have to rely on their
personal resources and guidelines. Where social distance is smallest, in the case of
partners and kinsfolk, the risks are highest. Theft, burglary and violence are the
‘costs’ to be reckoned with. We will see in what way those personally involved
react and try to cope.

Shadows on the wall: public discourse

No one in the Surinamese Creole community is interested in an open discussion
about the impact of the drug scene, which for many has been traumatic. Abolishing
social case-work within ethnic organisations also caused unrest. Drug use and traffic
are interconnected and because addicts attracted dealers, the addicted could no
longer be admitted to the centres and youth clubs (Buiks 1983:211; van Gemert
1988:15, 25, 46).

In Bijlmermeer, an unsuspecting visitor will notice at a glance that differences
in living standards are great. Some Surinamese inhabitants have been hit by cut-
backs in pensions and hover at subsistence levels, while for others this obviously
does not apply. The sizes and types of cars, the quality of clothes and abundance
of gold jewellery show that money is freely spent. Among women this mostly
applies to the younger ones. Buiks’ (1983:208) observation that dealers or wakaman
channel funds to disco girls seems to apply here. Upon further acquaintance it is
evident that gambling—an obvious means of spending black money (ibid: 17)—is
also very popular. It is striking also that all kinds of entertainment in the
neighbourhood are expensive and beyond the reach of people living off welfare
allowances or old-age pensions. Posters announce the costs of nightly dances and
boat trips: 25–35 guilders is a common price, and the costs of refreshments are
correspondingly high.

A star goes down

By the end of 1983 a plan was made by volunteers to improve the social climate
in the ward. For a long time it had been a source of discontent that the cultural
centre in the neighbourhood, Ganzenhoef, designed as a showpiece of multi-
functional, cultural activities in Bijlmermeer, was mostly disused. The principal
activities going on there were dances organised by sponsors of renowned
Surinamese bands. But its alleged purpose was to serve all groups living in
Bijlmermeer. For the elderly there was little to do and they rarely left their
apartments at night for fear of being mugged. The foundation Sitara (Star) hoped
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to overcome the deadlock, bring people together from all ethnic groups, and foster
goodwill and mutual understanding. The committee’s composition was mixed: the
initiative was taken by a Dutch ‘cultural broker’ who had been active in stimulating
amateur theatre in Surinam. He had the support of a Hindustani from that time
and a few deputees from a Creole club interested in the performing arts. They
asked the community organisation for a grant and suitable persons were approached
and invited. However, difficulties soon arose that thwarted this rather
commonplace plan. An assistant manager of the Ganzenhoef complex, a young
Dutch woman who was to be the contact person, refused to enter the premises
after nightfall. She was afraid to walk the half-mile distance from the underground
station to the Ganzenhoef building, as she had been threatened with robbery and
rape. This caused some confusion among the committee members: where had the
threat come from, from outside or inside the complex? The junkies hanging out
in and around the building were apparently not involved, but the bands might have
been. The latter would brook no rivals to their lucrative festivals that would provide
less expensive amusements. They feared they might lose clients. As things stood
people went there because there was nothing else to do, and the elderly stayed at
home. Things had reached such a point that the management refused to lease the
halls to organisations for cultural purposes. Acquiescence was the rule; and the
building would be empty but for the nights of the dances.

The committee’s meeting passed off rather chaotically, with tall stories told of
threats and violence. A social occasion for the elderly was organised in the daytime,
but few turned up. And Sitara quietly expired.

The impact of the drug traffic is obviously at play here. Even when ‘the scene’
is not involved directly, radiation from a world where money and violence loom
large is palpable. Music and bands are not directly related to illegal pursuits and,
objectively, there is no reason for musicians to behave like drug dealers. But the
example is there, opportunities are open, money is at stake, and norms change. On
the surface the situation seems to be accepted. Neither community workers nor
representatives of voices from any other formal organisation protest. In public
discourse about the Ganzenhoef’s malfunctioning the issue is not even raised (cf.
Verhagen 1987:96). Neighbourhood organisations that should rally the inhabitants
for participation in community matters have been immobilised. Things have come
to such a head that sometimes even drug dealers take part in public deliberations
about the ward’s problems.

Halting consultations

An information meeting had been organised in the Ganzenhoef concerning hard
drugs. However, it attracted few ward residents. Whether native Dutch or
immigrants, they obviously felt in no need of information or did not want to be
involved in public discussions about policies. In retrospect, the absentees seem to
have been right. As the meeting drew to a close, it became transparent that no clear
views or propositions had been presented. With an impressive show of indignation
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and rhetorical fervour a group of young Creole men inveighed against
maladministration. They protested against what they referred to as a treatment of
symptoms and the dismantling of ethnic organisations. The latter had made sound
plans for specific projects, they argued; if grants had only been supplied concrete
results would have been forthcoming. This evoked loud applause from the
backbenches. The speakers’ style was truly Surinamese; one party that felt slighted
eloquently brought a charge, to be countered by a second party, whereupon a
third, neutral party, judged the case and proposed a settlement. The other parties
kept silent. Behind a small table some delegates of Surinamese organisations were
seated, and two policemen. In a circle around the group that was letting off steam
a number of representatives of political parties and community workers could be
observed. Gauging from their looks and outfit, their views would be leftish and
progressive. Some deputies from a Surinamese welfare organisation active in the
city centre were also in attendance. At the side, some figures in black leather and
sunglasses were leaning against pillars. A Surinamese friend, better acquainted with
the neighbourhood than I, indicated to me in a soft whisper that they were drug
dealers. Now and then they took part in the discussions, but mostly they stood by
passively. The caseworkers, administrators and managers plainly demonstrated
disinterest, sniggering among themselves. The local policeman, tired of the
harangues, advised the company to apply to the municipal centre where policies
are made. By that time, people had started to leave and the meeting closed.

But passivity or laughter does not prevail in all parts of the neighbourhood.
Elderly Surinamese inhabitants who suffer the consequences of addiction in the
family circle are not to be found at information meetings, but in the churches. The
public and secular fields of discussion have been virtually deserted by those directly
involved. Discourses current there have not assumed a clear form, nor are they
acknowledged and sustained by any demarcated social category.

Discourses within privately-managed public spaces

The denominations that have publicly endorsed specific views on the subject can
be subdivided into two main categories. First, the established churches or
denominations: Roman Catholic and Protestant. Among the latter, the Moravians
or Community of Evangelical Brethren are mostly of concern here, since they
count many adherents among the Creole population.4 Second, religious sects have
made headway in recent decades among Creoles, both in the mother country and
in the Netherlands. The Pentecostals probably rank first among them, although
accurate figures are hard to give.

As might be expected, the attitudes of the established churches come closest to
the discourse of mainstream society. The Roman Catholic parish in Bijlmermeer,
for example, has taken a public stand, whereas the Community of Evangelical
Brethren, to our knowledge, has not. The Pentecostals regard Amsterdam as a
mission area, and take an unambiguous stand against all forms of addiction.
Bijlmermeer’s Roman Catholic parish has initiated a study group to extend pastoral
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care to the many addicts roaming there (Rapport 1973:58; IBVR 1988). The group
organises special services, for instance at Christmas time. The addicts are not overly
interested in the messages; in particular not in the testimonials of those who have
kicked the habit, nor in the singing of Christmas carols. Gospel singing is more to
their taste, but even an accommodation to black culture and ‘roots’ hardly has any
effect.

A special church service

January 1984. A religious service has been announced in ‘De Nieuwe Stad’ (The
New City), a hall within the Ganzenhoef community centre reserved for religious
worship and related activities. The sponsors are the Roman Catholic parish ‘De
Granaatappel’, the Pomegranate, and a foundation for the prevention and combat
of drug addiction ‘De Regenboog’, the Rainbow, an initiative taken by a Surinamese
study group. Information and refreshments are being offered. The aim is to
encourage open discussion. The service is not going to be a mass in the proper
sense, although there is occasion to receive communion, and many churchgoers
do in fact take part. A choir of Franciscans sings modern hymns composed for a
post-war generation, and the parish priest has given the floor to two church
members, a man and a woman. They read a letter written by a drug addict and a
real-life story about the distress and dilemmas of the user’s parents. The tenor is
that we cannot turn our backs on the problem or the addicts, but neither will the
much-discussed policy of free distribution of drugs or drug substitutes do. Thus,
the attitude taken is rather conservative, and is an explicit repudiation of the policies
advocated by a progressive, secular lobby that does much to control the discourse
on the topic in town. It is puzzling that so few Surinamese or Antilleans are present.
The building is full, but, apart from a few light-coloured young women and a
Chinese family, the audience is middle class and autochthonous. The migrant
population, though well-represented among the Catholics, has not turned up. After
the meeting in the church hall, a smaller group withdraws to the consistory. The
first question that arises there is why the stricter view of forced rehabilitation has
not been taken. The answer is that experiences abroad have not been encouraging.
One Surinamese spokesman recapitulates the current views about joblessness,
disadvantages and lack of prospects in the formal social and economic sector. He
adds that young migrants, fresh from Surinam, have been welcomed at Schiphol
airport with offers to earn 500 guilders a week. What can one expect? the
spokesman asks rhetorically. A proposal is made to open a consultation room for
parents of addicted children. The same speaker instantly dismisses the idea, ‘Placards
will be immediately torn down’, he predicts, ‘by people uttering the most
abominable curses. The dealers offer money, don’t they, and people want it badly’
A general sense of powerlessness prevails.

Strict views are held by the Pentecostals. They offer less liberal, but time-
hallowed Christian remedies. Since the influx of Caribbean migrants, the ranks of
some native groups have swelled, and new, Caribbean-controlled groups have

VITAL FORCE, AVENGING SPIRITS AND ZOMBIES 147



mushroomed, particularly in Amsterdam’s Western outskirts. Surinamese members
living in Bijlmermeer often prefer to attend services there. It is made clear in many
ways, directly and indirectly, what the community hopes to do, and it is also
obvious that these meet the needs of those present. Whenever a preacher touches
on the problem, in prayers and also in hymn-singing, intensity of feeling is almost
palpable. It is clear that many parents and grandparents of the addicted are present
here. Sermons are replete with testimonies of those involved in drugs who found
their way back to a godly life. Prayers are offered up for particular needs. God’s
omnipresence is stressed for all those who feel insecure and threatened; particularly
the elderly in Bijlmermeer, as they are a target for addicted robbers. Sins, illness
and idolatry are driven out by the laying-on of hands; problems are treated as
demons or foul fiends that must be cast out. In fact, in some cases, rituals of exorcism
are performed. Some of the leaders are in fact young and apparently upwardly
mobile. The whole congregation is rather young and carefully dressed. Families
attend as units with many children present. People seem relaxed and out-going.
There is a tendency to intensify group life; activities are announced for weekdays.
Social control can be tight (Caffé 1987), but on the whole, the outlook seems
optimistic.

Between public and private: case-workers and
therapeutic agents

Both case-workers and traditional healers confronted with drug addiction construct
their own discourses around the phenomenon. Many social workers employed by
Surinamese or general welfare institutions belong to the Creole group and are to
some extent familiar with the African heritage and world-view of their clients.
Sometimes they use cultural resources to mobilise the young in the struggle against
addiction and all its concomitant behaviours. In Bijlmermeer, within the
Ganzenhoef complex, the organisation Jongeren Overleg Bijlmer is actively engaged
in promoting ethnicity. The popularity among the young of ‘roots’ and ‘Africa’
suits the purpose very well. Groups are formed that play drums, instruments vital
in ritual practice. Lectures and discussion meetings are organised to provide
information for the general public and to fight negative stereotypes: lift a taboo on
winti. To this end, youth workers keep in contact with traditional healers
knowledgeable about ‘traditional’ culture. When the occasion presents itself, the
specialists can be of help. It is not exceptional for persons not regularly involved
with ‘traditional’ religion to fall into a trance upon hearing winti rhythms and tunes.
This often happens at feasts or other occasions that purportedly have only secular
goals.

Processes of ‘bricolage’ are occurring among the young in such clubs. Traditional
culture is reproduced according to personal situations, needs and inclinations. This
could hardly be otherwise, and is true of any cultural tradition. For winti this holds
in particular, as there are few formal institutions or written documents that
individuals can resort to which might canonise lore. Also, the fact that one’s own
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personal guiding spirits impart and legitimise religious knowledge, ensures that
there is a wide scope for individualism. Although books are now available to the
general public about winti, overtly for information, but which equally standardise
a religious code, this is unlikely to keep individuals from making their own
interpretations or combining ideas in novel ways. Moreover, many Creoles who
regard themselves as belonging to this ethnic group are in fact of mixed descent,
and draw upon more than one tradition.

An Amerindian cigar

Iwan was eight years old when he migrated to the Netherlands with his parents.
In the working-class neighbourhood in which they then lived, Dutch boys were
his playmates. But soon he found himself getting into closer contact with boys from
Surinam. He felt more at ease among them. He also discovered that more was
going on in his new home, and certainly more money was circulating among his
new friends. As one of them remarked, ‘Dutch boys had only mopeds, chips, and
a greased quiff. Nearly all the Surinamese guys I met had a brother or a friend who
dealt in coke. I figured out all kinds of things for myself, and I wanted to make
some cash. I started to deal a little, to use some. I don’t remember what came first.’
Thinking back, he attributes his current addiction, and that of a brother and a sister,
to their Amerindian grandfather: ‘it is a case of famiri siki (family illness),' he claims.
His grandfather had lived in Surinam’s interior and had probably smoked cigars the
way Indian healers used to do: ‘So it was my grandfather who used drugs first.’

Social workers belong predominantly to a new middle class (cf. Haakmat 1978).
In the social background of traditional healers there is a great diversity. To some
extent, the discourse of persons active in this sector coincides with that of the
addicts and their kin. This is only to be expected, as they all belong to an ethnic
category and are often in personal contact. Networks among Creoles are actively
maintained. The therapeutic elite mediates contacts between all parties concerned
and shares ideas with all.

Spirit help in rehabilitation

One traditional healer confesses that he has indeed prompted two young men to
cultivate their cultural heritage. Their mother had called in his help; her sons’ life
style worried her deeply and she felt quite powerless. The boys needed a lot of
money and this caused many conflicts and problems. He reported that he had asked
the two of them whether they knew anything about winti. Not much, was the
reply. He had then looked at them knowingly and said: ‘But you truly do entertain
important winti, although you do not realise it. I see a Kromanti from your father’s
side and an Amerindian spirit from your mother’s. These spirits are angry with you
now, because of the way you lead your lives.’ One of the boys was a really nice
kid he said, but was quite depressed and slept for days. It had been necessary to get
him interested in something, and his heritage, for the time being, had been a start.
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The boys had been really scared and had thrown away all their drugs. ‘I have shown
them how to make ritual ablutions, but how this will work out, I cannot say. It is
wait and see’, he said.

These views, minus the overt psychologising, are part of a shared cultural
heritage. Case-workers and the healers co-operating with them generate versions
specific for their subgroup that are not heard among the addicts’ kinsfolk. One
traditional healer, for instance, starts from the shared conviction that the condition
is caused by bad powers, and claims, ‘the evil manifests itself in a tendency to make
its victims wander around’. He refers to the djumbi concept taken up in the whole
complex of collective representations (Herskovits & Herskovits 1969:106;
Wooding 1973:135). A djumbi is described as a spectre, a nebulous appearance of
a human being. However, the concept is not often mentioned spontaneously by
traditionalists; the notion of yorka has far wider currency. A yorka is a ‘shade’ or
ancestral spirit of a particular deceased person. Case-workers often compare their
addicted clients to zombies or mummies, living ghosts, apparently or partly dead.
The use of these terms seems to have been derived from Haitian popular beliefs
rather than from those current in Surinam. There, the term was more or less loosely
applied as a synonym of yorka. The drug users are also familiar with the term, but
they will not apply it to their own persons; it is intended for those worse off than
themselves. It is advanced as a negative point of reference; a bad example of what
might happen. The healer referred to previously is of the belief that a purification
ritual is a proper remedy against the affliction. In this way, he classifies the evil as
part of a field of forces to be potentially controlled. He will not turn his back on
the addicts. Another healer attributes a heavy case of addiction to a bakru, a sprite
from the wilds. Theologically speaking, this was an apt choice, as bakru induce a
tendency to steal in their victims (Stephen 1983:59; Wooding 1973:195–6). In
such a case, therapy is thought of as potentially effective.

Among case-workers, allusions bordering on reification are current. Janssen &
Swierstra (1982) note these among the addicts, and we discuss them below. The
interpretations are translated back into a quasi-traditional vernacular. Heroin is
represented as a spirit that gets the user in its power in an inscrutable way and thus
causes addiction: ‘It is a very hard, and unruly spirit’. The striking element here is
not the fact that this view has evolved; it is hardly a far-fetched idea, and can be
regarded as either an extrapolation of secular metaphors or of sacred notions. What
is worthy of note is that those who can maintain some distance from the addicts
by their professional and social position, entertain ideas about addiction that stress
‘otherness’. These are not found among the addicts’ kinsfolk, who, as we will see
below, stick to interpretations which stress a shared fate.

The private world of addicts

A key notion stressed in sociological analysis (Janssen & Swierstra 1982:18ff, 65) is
the autonomy or verzelfstandiging of the drug scene. This has been an unintended
result of various processes, such as the market, democratisation, extension of
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compulsory education, welfare allowances, scholarships, increased leisure time and
development of youth cultures, and the interests of drug dealers and social workers.
Those involved may not know much about these processes or newly-evolved
structures, but they are aware of the opportunities they open up for them. The
addicted make good use, for example, of prison and relief systems; Janssen &
Swierstra (1982:19) refer to this as adapting the system to their own ends,
omfunctionaliseren. Biervliet (1975:199), Buiks (1983:184), van Gelder & Sijtsma
(1988 I: 47, 131) and van Gemert (1988:53) have likewise found the addicted to
be quite knowledgeable about the ways of the welfare state. The discourse created
involves legitimation: as victims of colonial exploitation they now have a right to
benefit from such openings (cf. Sansone 1992:137–41). Such discourses offer a
collective solution for the predicaments within a social system that is unable to live
up to their expectations, observe Janssen & Swierstra (1982:56) but, according to
them, the solution can only be symbolic.

In most studies of drug addiction among Surinamese Creoles the notion of
marginalisation is central, and it is commonly assumed that solidarity among
kinsmen is waning (Janssen & Swierstra 1982:395). Also, it is readily accepted that
kinsmen will disown addicted family members (Buiks 1983: 142). While this may
be true occasionally, it would not do to presume that all Creoles who start living
independently organise their lives in a modern Western and individualistic way.
There are various forms of symbiosis between most households. Also, it would be
hard to make a clear-cut distinction between a category of addicts and one of dealers
(Biervliet 1975: 197; Buiks 1983:141, 151; van Gemert 1988:25, 46, 100). For
dealers, relations with kin are extremely important as relations of trust (van Gemert
1988:47–8). Addicts also make an effort to keep relations with kinsfolk intact (van
Gelder & Sijtsma 1988:139, 142; Ligeon, van Roekel & van de Wijngaart 1990:
60; Janssen & Swierstra 1982:435). All sorts of problems may be involved, but a
radical severing of ties is rare.

Addicts complain of misunderstanding and a panic fear of any form of drug use:
‘My mother will not make a distinction between a joint, hash, and heroin.
Whenever I look somewhat disoriented she immediately assumes I am stoned’, one
of them said in an interview. They object to the controls imposed by family life
and try to escape them, but they also look to kinsmen for support and a refuge
when the need might arise. The result is ambivalence and insecurity. The young
of the first generation of migrants may be ready, willy-nilly, to accept the pattern
of traditional authority and show respect to older people, for those in between and
for the second generation this is not self-evident.

The category ‘kinsmen’ means primarily ‘mothers’. By tradition, mothers and
grandmothers are key figures in lower-class households. In the Netherlands the
pattern of female-headed households has been re-established (Hoolt 1986). The
mother figure has a great emotional and culturally acknowledged significance,
which is brought out in proverbs, for instance: ‘Mama na sribi krosi, a no tapu dede
ma a tapu shin’ (Mother is a cloak, she cannot protect one from death but she will
shield one from shame). This is important for the addicted. Fathers are less
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dependable and they tend to be stricter over maintaining formal group norms.
Many fathers and brothers emphasise an enforced kicking of the habit. Often the
father is not part of the household, and a stepfather is present who is less concerned
about the current partner’s offspring. Other relatives assume the mother’s role:
sisters and cousins bring messages from kinsfolk in Surinam and watch the addicted
with concern. The latter often try to hide from them from fear of losing face. A
reputation of respectability keeps its meaning within a migrant community. The
elderly may act as guardians of morality towards the younger generation. The
addicted tell of being accosted in the streets by Creole seniors who point out the
risks of addiction to them. Partners of addicts are manoeuvred into a mother role,
but offering a refuge and haranguing are the limited repertoire open to them. Drug
use intensifies a pattern of separated domicile that was current in Surinam. The
addicted will explain this separation by a concern to save their wife/partner the
nuisance. The latter will look after the children and visit them in jail should the
occasion arise.

The mother role influences drug use in female addicts who will try, because of
their children, to show restraint or kick the habit. They are afraid to lose the
children to Child Welfare or to relatives (Ligeon, van Roekel & van de Wijngaart
1990:60–1, 72). Some are sensitive to the children’s anger for neglecting them.
Neglect brings them a loss of prestige in the eyes of their kin, which is a touchy
subject.

Parents may strive to send an addicted child back to Surinam, in the hope that
opportunities and temptations will be less there. But the hope seems less and less
warranted now that drug use has gained a firm foothold in the mother country,
and the chances of gainful employment there have declined. Most striking is the
impotence of kin to take meaningful action. In fact they have little grip on the
addicted. Older people complain that their authority has been undermined by state
welfare allowances and other provisions. This element is new for Surinamese; the
informal pressures they rely on, are effective only as long as interdependence lasts.
The autonomy of youth is noted by all and regarded as a problem by elders (cf.
Lenders & van de Rhoer 1984:18, 81, 158). Nevertheless, the self respect of most
Creoles, including the addicts, has been formed in social conditions other than
those in which they now live. It struck Janssen & Swierstra (1982:391) for instance,
that Surinamese addicts have kept their footing in a better way than their Dutch
counterparts who, as a consequence, are looked down on by their Surinamese peers
as pitiable.

Van Gelder & Sijtsma (1988:27, 96) observe that Surinamese addicts do not
apply the term ‘junkie’ to themselves. Instead they borrow their identity from the
wakaman ideal, the successful dealer. Although the outside world, social workers
included, looks down upon them (Buiks 1983:142; van Gelder & Sijtsma 1988:27),
they derive satisfaction and a sense of power from the notion that they belong to
an ethnic group that has firm control of the drugs traffic (Janssen & Swierstra 1982:
402). They pin the blame for their addiction on the dealers, and on colonialism
(Buiks 1983:142, 149; van Gelder & Sijtsma 1988:47; Sansone 1992:138–9).
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Although there is a hierarchy within the drug scene with patent differences in
power, in which their position is low and where ‘dealing’ has greater status than
the hustling they engage in (van Gelder & Sijtsma 1988), they do not regard
themselves as problem cases. The fault is not theirs; it is ‘beyond’.

Janssen & Swierstra (1982:15) found that addicts are inclined to split their self-
image into two egos; one intended for the outside world and one that is valid
within the drug scene. This corresponds to comments made earlier with reference
to Surinamese Creoles. Due to colonialism, it has been argued, there has been a
long tradition in this group of splitting egos: one for the oppressor and one for the
peer group (Budike & Mungra 1986:137). A sense of powerlessness, of an inability
to live up to the norms held by dominant groups, led to fromu (deceit), an accepted
strategy within the subgroup. Conceivably, this strategy has coloured the outlook
on addiction, that is, that they will fail to live up to the demands of the outside
world is within an accepted range of expectations, and often regarded as inevitable.
Moravians, as Jones (1981:48–9) noted, may have also contributed to a Creole
tolerance for personal weakness, with the image, stressed in religious tradition, of
men as potiman, zwakaman and mofinawan (poor, weak and deprived). This view,
however, is counterbalanced by other images current among the addicted, and if
we compare the views of the addicted with those of their relatives, we discover a
common ground.

In contacts with outsiders, the addicts are highly strategic in presenting a self-
image. They borrow notions from mainstream society that fit their purpose. They
classify abstention and withdrawal symptoms as ‘illness’ (van Gemert 1988: passim;
van Gelder & Sijtsma 1988:122), confirming an image of themselves as in need of
assistance. In their own culture the accent is different. Around two-thirds of the
hard drug users of Creole or mixed descent are involved in traditional or popular
religion and its practices. This does not imply that a direct connection between
drug use and religion is made, nor is there consensus over the issue of whether
winti is of use as a means of countering drug addiction (cf. Lenders & van de Rhoer
1984:115). Women in particular have ideas about winti and are willing to discuss
them. Most suggest that there is a tension between drug use and winti. One woman
said that if spirits were involved at all, they would be very bad spirits, for drug use
‘is something that carries one away…only a very bad winti can prompt one to spend
one’s money in such a way’. Another is convinced that her drug use has saddled
her with a heavy religious problem, a hebi. There is a consensus that drug use impairs
vital force. Protracted use will dissolve the protective shield that a pure self or soul
offers, a strong kra or yeye. Someone suffused by drugs will be deaf to messages
received in dreams from protective winti. Dreaming keeps a human being in contact
with his or her true self, and the addicted get out of touch with this potential. In
this manner, protection against black magic or witchcraft (wisi) equally wears out.
Who lives by stealing is under the influence of a very dangerous winti. Who persists
in such a life style for too long runs the risk of estrangement from self and gods.
Also, one’s children run the risk of confrontation, with dire consequences.
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In the discourse shared by addicts and kinsmen another side surfaces: human
beings have responsibilities. Those who get involved with drugs play with
dangerous forces, which can turn the user into an asocial, unthinking being. Asocial
dealings may be thought of as inevitable or justified in some situations, yet, on
behalf of sheer survival, some restraint is required. These ideas are not expressed
in a straightforwardly moralistic idiom, but in the language of pollution, ritual
purity and supernatural danger.

Addicts, kin and neighbours

Relations between addicts, their kinsfolk and neighbours who live within the same
subcultural orbit are highly charged. They emphasise the value of solidarity; the
idea that a mother, and all classificatory ‘mothers’, would disown the young is
foreign and unacceptable. But they experience the burden as unbearable. Many of
the apartments’ inhabitants are terrified of thieves and burglars and refuse to open
their doors after nightfall. There is not a single family that cannot tell a story about
house-breaking and robbery. The addicts have to ‘score’ each day and often try
their luck where access is easiest: among kinsmen and friends. The day after a
successful break-in the family that is despoiled of its valuables will often point to
‘a cousin who had called and noticed that we had just bought a video’. Stories are
told about older brothers carrying away the TV set in front of crying younger sisters
—‘the addicted are not really people, you see’. Fear of robbery thus discourages
sociability: ‘There is no need to let all and sundry into one’s house to see what one
has there’.

But prevention is difficult. Apartment buildings may share one entrance hall,
there will be friends there, and there will be a ‘nest’ on another floor. A father of
grown-up boys, unable to cope with them, moves out and joins one of his former
wives in another building, leaving the youngsters in the care of a grandmother who
cannot control them even if she wished to. They have the keys to the recently
made burglar-proof walkway. Even when they cannot enter this way, they often
succeed because addicted girlfriends living on other galleries will open the doors
for them. The neighbours grumble, but do not see what action can be taken.

There is hardly a trace of sentimentality, however, when some notorious type
is arrested or dies. As a rule, they have a record of violence and here sympathy
clearly stops. Aggression, or rather mismanagement of assertiveness, worries the
women. Self-assertion rates high in lower-class Creole culture, but when things
clearly run out of hand they deplore this deeply and take an uncompromising stand
on such matters in public. More than is common in a generalised Western culture,
Creole women feel responsible for the maintenance of norms and behaviour in
public. Thus, it is not so much addiction that is feared but its unforeseen
consequences.

As a rule, the kinsmen of the addicted will endorse the views discussed above
about the dangers inherent in a weakened and defiled soul. Many mothers try to
muster the funds necessary for a ritual ablution to heal and fortify the kra or yeye
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(van Wetering 1995). They may perform the ritual themselves, or request an older
relative to do so. Such remedies are not classified as winti but rather as oso sani,
home rituals. They form so much a part of daily life that even staunch supporters
of the Christian faith will acknowledge to performing them. In their view, it is
merely a traditional way of praying. Nevertheless, some women feel so estranged
from their cultural heritage that they will enlist the help of a traditional healer.
They may also do so because they consider the case too serious to be dealt with
by simple remedies. But on the whole, most of these rituals are intra-family affairs.

Ritual for the soul varies in complexity. Its basis is the ablution to get rid of the
effect of all negative experiences, crowned by a bath which fortifies and seals out
any lurking evil. If the situation is believed to demand this, a luku may be performed
to see what the wishes of the soul are. As this type of divination has been described
extensively in the ethnographic literature (Herskovits 1936:47–9; Schoonheym
1980:61–3; Wooding 1973:129) and has basically not changed much, there is little
reason to repeat it here. The soul is expected to wish for a feast, a festive dinner
or a jewel. Either the afflicted person whose soul is weakened, or the kinsmen, will
try to oblige. In fact, the kra tafra, the dinner for the soul, is a highly popular ritual
among winti adepts in the Netherlands, far more so than the famous winti prey.
Perhaps this is because home-bound rituals are more easily performed by a city-
dwelling population in a cold country, but it is also conceivable that the discreet
and respectable character of the ritual makes it a favourite in the mother country
as well. All the women known to us, whose sons are drug addicts, have performed
rituals of this type.

When ritual action does not lead to the desired result—re-socialisation— other
supernatural agencies are called upon to account for the failure. The soul is regarded
as an arena where various forces struggle for supremacy, and, particularly when in
a state of weakness or defilement, protective ‘high’ winti. may lose out against an
overpowering vindictive spirit. Often, a bad or unappeased shade or ancestor spirit
(yorka) is singled out for blame. Ritual action of a more complicated nature has
then to be taken, which often involves a trip to the mother country. If matters run
to such a head, willingness to discuss the case diminishes considerably. Here, an
anthropologist touches upon a family’s best-kept secrets, the oso tori (house stories).

A belief in cause and effect, coupled with the notion of a kin group’s collective
liability, implies that one can fall victim to other people’s failures and misdeeds. In
a number of cases, addiction was attributed to a past neglect of ritual duties by kin.
This is a recurrent theme; almost a standard interpretation. In the case of one
addicted young man, confined to an institution, reference was made to a deceased
grandfather who was a traditional healer in his lifetime, and who had courted
powerful spirits. After the healer’s demise, the spirits should have been appeased,
and such counsel was given by elder members of the family, only to be disregarded
by a younger generation who do not care about old beliefs. Whenever a kin group
fails to take ritual precautions, an angered winti can turn into an avenging spirit, a
kunu. Such a case is regarded as practically hopeless (cf. Stephen 1983:109).
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At first glance, it seems that in endorsing such interpretations, people are shying
away from accepting liability, the way they do in secular discourse. But this is
misleading. Accepting ritual obligations means that one has to invest time, energy
and money to expiate sins, and in identifying with the failures and trespasses of
forebears, one can vicariously experience and come to terms with one’s own.

As to the effectiveness of ritual acts, some doubts are warranted. Boys such as
those discussed here will prefer to stay in their mothers’ good books, so they will
be ready to support them and hide them from the police if need be. If their
commitment to rituals is not strong, they may consider acceptance to please their
mothers. Some healers believe that men are deeply afraid of supernatural dangers
and quickly feel threatened, perhaps even more so than women, but are less willing
to perform simple rituals. They are more inclined to let things run out of hand and
then take to drastic and costly action. Also, the willingness to keep the taboos
inherent in the cult of the high-ranking winti is diminishing. Interest in the pursuit
of these forces has been on the decline for some time.

Conclusion

Although public discourse may be inconclusive, perhaps chaotic, this does not
equally hold for the discourse of other segments of the groups involved with Creole
life-worlds and the drug scene. In churches and sects, views have to a greater extent
crystallised, although the former show the same awareness of a lack of control that
is manifest in public debate. As to the Creole group as an assumed ethnic unity,
no formal or informal organisation that might try and bring some uniformity in
the ‘definitions of the situation’, has sufficient recruiting power to span the entire
group in the Netherlands. Churches and sects, social workers and kin groups have
their own specific ways of constructing reality and of shaping policies. Social
workers, who mainly belong to an educated middle class and are in a relatively
independent position towards clients, can afford a different outlook to that of the
relatives of dealers and addicts. In reproducing the notion of zombies in connection
with addicted clients, they stress distance and ‘otherness’. Class allegiance
demonstrably carries weight. The discourse produced by each of the groups and
categories in close contact with the drugs scene plainly shows its roots in the social
stratum to which it belongs. Among kinsmen, interdependence surfaces in a
discourse emphasising close relationships, symbolised in the ancestors, figureheads
of a shared past and a common fate. There is thus an emergent disparity in the
cultural heritage as it is reproduced over time.

Nevertheless, there is a shared element in Creole thought regarding ideas about
the dangers that beset the soul. Although there are different viewpoints as to the
financial aspects of ritual practice, the symbolism is shared by those who belong to
the middle and lower classes and presents a common idiom in which the threats
to group life can be discussed. This discourse forms part of ‘covert culture’ and is
rarely brought into the open, let alone politicised. The tendency to keep this
discourse safely tucked away in the intimacy of the family circle, winti’s epicentre,
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and to withstand any attempts to produce shared meanings with outsiders is part
of a power game characteristic of ethnic relations in a stratified society.

Notes

1 This paper is an abridged and revised version of an article published in Dutch (van
Gelder & van Wetering 1991). The ethnographic data were gathered from different
angles. Paul van Gelder, who wrote a PhD thesis on the informal sector in Surinam,
has interviewed young Surinamese addicted to hard drugs, as well as social workers
and traditional healers. The Amsterdam Municipal Administration sponsored this
research project in 1986 and 1987. Ineke van Wetering has pursued Afro-Surinamese
studies for many years, notably in Surinam’s interior. In 1982 she joined a Creole
women’s club which has the preservation of Creole culture as an aim, and she lived
in Bijlmermeer. Research, almost exclusively by way of participant observation, was
subsidised from 1984 to 1987 by ZWO, now NWO (the Netherlands’ Organisation
for Scientific Research), The Hague.

2 Different terms are current for ‘traditional’ religion, often used interchangeably. The
term Winti, literally meaning ‘winds’ refers to invading spirits causing possession
trances which loom large in religious life. The term Afkodrey literally means idolatry,
but has no negative connotations for the believers. The young and intellectually
oriented who want to enhance the reputation of the Creole cultural heritage prefer
the term Kulturu.

3 The term ‘ethnic group’ is used in a naive way here, as a synonym for ‘migrant group’.
At the outset, no assumptions about ‘belonging’, boundaries or shared meanings are
implied. As the argument unfolds, such meanings will emerge which are characteristic
of a whole immigrant population or specific sub-groups or— sections.

4 In 1986, the south-eastern part of Amsterdam had 16,249 registered Surinamese
inhabitants, of whom 4,910 were Roman Catholics and 3,420 members of the
Evangelische Broedergemeente.

5 It has struck Janssen & Swierstra (1982:391) that Creole addicts refer to heroin in a
reifying way: they spoke of ‘the thing’ (’a sani’ in Sranan Tongo). Buiks (1983: 122)
and van Gelder & Sijtsma (1988:55) ha ve also noted this. Janssen & Swierstra regard
this as an indication that the addicted acknowledge the power of heroin in their lives,
and they see this way of speaking as a form of fetishism. Other powers can be
manipulated, this seems to convey, but heroin has an absolute hold over them. This
appears to be a fact which determines their position in relation to kinsmen and
freelance social workers. They seem to have been prised loose from all social networks
and turned over to heroin. This view is interesting, but raises some doubts.
Surinamese Creoles often refer to ‘things’ or ‘the thing’ without any intent to reify.
Often this is no more than a means of mystification, of screening-off, and evoking a
suggestion of intimacy between conversation partners. For the time being, we will
regard the idea as a hypothesis which needs further investigation.

VITAL FORCE, AVENGING SPIRITS AND ZOMBIES 157



158



10
Consuming modernity

Mutational processes of change

Alberto Arce and Norman Long

Introduction

This chapter takes the view that the realities of inequality, poverty, hunger and
marginalisation cannot be understood in terms of the assumed ‘unequal’ exchanges
that exist between different economic and political orders and epistemologies; but
rather should be seen as the outcome of social processes that are contingently
located in ongoing struggles over meanings, values and resources. This entails a
description and analysis of the complex interfaces that lie at the heart of ‘the
manufacture of society’. We are all of us the architects of ‘modernity’ and cannibals
of social order. Viewed in this way, modernity is as salient in present-day ‘Third
World’ scenarios, where globalisation and decivilisation processes are part and
parcel of the application of instrumental and scientific rationalities as in the more
industrialised societies of the West.

Improved transportation and media communication on a world scale and
extensive trade liberalisation imply globalisation of local competitive advantage,
regulation of possible development options and a redefinition of policy instruments.
On the other hand, local practices and heterogeneous social relations generate a
great diversity in institutional responses and new political conjunctures involving
contestations over values and renegotiation of the meanings of ‘development’ and
the role of the national state. Some have argued that this marks the beginnings of
a search for new forms of identity (or new class struggles?) leading to ‘new’
trajectories of change, whilst others, such as Giddens (1991) and Beck (1992),
consider these reorganising processes as characteristic of the dilemma of ‘late-
modernity’ or of the ‘risk society’. The critical issue, however, is that all these
positions assume, without question, that what we are witnessing is the unfolding
of the ‘final stage’ of modernity.

Our view rests upon the simple assertion that we should not engage in a
reworking of old dichotomies based upon variations of the modern/traditional
type, with globalisation thrown in, but rather grasp the nettle of the emerging
complexities by seeking to understand the encounters between multiple and
divergent modernities. After all, witchcraft trials by poison ordeal can be interpreted
in terms of instrumental rationality, cost/benefit calculations, as well as notions of



‘supernatural’ intervention. In a similar vein, science-based development
programmes are not only shot through with techniques of control and the use of
logical frameworks, but they also entail individual interests and desires based upon
utopian rediscoveries of notions of ‘primordial’ democracy or modernity and the
prevalence of ‘new’ languages of participation.

Global studies may help us to conceptualise issues and types of social ordering,
but the latter cannot be comprehended in terms of the confrontation between
‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ systems, nor between the administrative domains of ‘the
state’ and regulatory mechanisms of ‘the market’, nor in terms of ‘scientific’ versus
‘magical’ beliefs. Instead we need to identify the processes by which heterogeneous
social forms are constructed or mutate out of the interplay of specific practices,
commodities and values of modernity, which populate the spheres and interstices
of the globe.

We insist that ‘we have always been modern’, and argue that all societies contain
within them a multiplicity of rationalities and values, but guided by their own
historical pasts and their visions of the future. Thus one can always identify
ingredients of modernity/tradition, including expressions of extreme forms of
instrumental rationality and decivilisation. In short, there is no fixed and clearly
defined ‘modernity’, since such properties, ideas and practices are constantly
dismembered, consumed, recycled or excreted through the processes of everyday
life and experiences. In this way, the properties of modernity are constantly
constituted and refashioned in their interaction with diverse other modes of
organisation, rationalities and artefacts. Clearly, in the understanding of these
processes, we must give attention to situations in which meanings and values are
contested, allocated and constantly reappraised. Yet, having identified some
ingredients of modernity—in the form of practices, discourses and rituals—we
should guard against assuming that those labelled as ‘modern’ are more relevant for
understanding the shaping of the ensembles of people, ideas and things than other
value repertoires. Furthermore, we need to explore how the internal rearrangement
or re-assembling takes precedent over so-called ‘externalities’. Mutated forms
represent a range of unstable values and meanings, such that commodities, for
instance, embody simultaneously both commoditised and non-commoditised
values and relations.

In the discussion that follows, we intend to examine aspects of situated
modernity, representations of development, and the globalised commoditisation
of coca/cocaine production in the El Chapare area of the Cochabamba region of
Bolivia.

The social construction of a region and the social
characteristics of a crop

El Chapare is a tropical forest area in the Department of Cochabamba in Bolivia.
At the beginning of this century the area was only sparsely populated, and was
regarded as culturally insignificant for the national development and culture of
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Bolivia. In the imagination of Bolivians it is the Andean peaks and mountain valleys
that have been seen from time immemorial as the cultural cradle of national
identity. However, nowadays one of the most modern and economically active
cities of Bolivia is located in the tropical zone. This city, Santa Cruz de la Sierra,
since the second half of the twentieth century, has been a constant competitor to
Cochabamba (the cultural capital) and La Paz (the administrative capital). More
recently, Santa Cruz was characterised as the metropolis of the coca industry.

The tropics are perceived from Cochabamba as an area in which life is hard,
unhealthy and made up of a large floating population. A popular image for those
who go there to farm and work is that it is possible to make money through
engaging in illegal activities. Coca production accounts for 85 per cent of the
monetary income generated in the El Chapare area (Hoffman 1994). El Chapare
exists within people’s popular representations as an ‘unknown’, harsh physical
space. For instance, Rivera (1991) suggests that the area is, from a demographic
perspective, ‘impossible or beyond planning’. It has as many people as the city of
Cochabamba, some statistics indicating that more than 100,000 people constitute
its floating population. Rumours circulate that the wealth and fertility of the soils
is such that people who live there (colonos), although momentarily poor, are sitting
on a pot of gold. The isolation of some areas, the absence of infrastructure, and the
minimal presence of the state, present the zone as constantly entangled in civil
violence that is part of the present illegal reality of the Bolivian tropical regions. It
is therefore considered the new ‘wild west’—a wilderness, rich in natural resources,
difficult to control, develop and modernise. In administrative terms, El Chapare is
part of Cochabamba, but its regional and economic importance is because it
functions as an active economic corridor linking the cities of Cochabamba and
Santa Cruz.

El Chapare is made up of the lower part of the three Amazonian provinces of
the Department of Cochabamba (Chapare, Carrasco and Tiraque), usually known
as the Cochabamba tropics. Its natural limits in the east are with the Santa Cruz
Department (Ichilo River), and in the north with the Beni Department (River
Secure). The area has a territory of 24,500 square kilometres.

Landscapes of modernity in Cochabamba

Representing development in El Valle Bajo: the presence of El
Chapare

In 1995, I1 was invited by the Cochabamba University (UMSS) to give a series of
lectures on rural development, during which I experienced an interesting
encounter with a Bolivian colleague who was conducting local research. The next
day he picked me up from my hotel and we went in the direction of the Valle Bajo
of Cochabamba. Knowing of my interest in local markets, he said he wanted me
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to see one of the most important markets for vegetables, after which we would
continue on to visit his community.

Indeed, the market of Quillacollo was impressive. A constant combination of
modern and apparently traditional icons occupied the physical space: private trucks,
public transport, and the market organised according to different products and
trades; people moving around wearing Western clothes of their traditional colours,
ponchos and different village hats; vegetables and grains transacted in bulk,
sometimes for cash and sometimes bartered for other goods. The people in the
market were particularly active, exchanging tropical fruits and vegetables.
According to my student informant, the main interactions occurred between local
producers and middlemen who moved the produce to Cochabamba’s markets for
sale. We found a trufi, a small minibus, carrying passengers and cargo to and fro
between local communities, markets and central places. I could not but admire the
efficiency of the driver when accommodating passengers and cargo, while
negotiating obstacles and delivering passengers along the route. This was an
excellent way to get to know people and gain a general idea of the situation in the
Valle Bajo. The area was extremely well cultivated. Small agricultural plots were
in full production of vegetables and flowers. Small irrigation systems constituted
an articulated network of highly commercialised agriculture. There was a clear
contrast between the plots having access to irrigation and those supported by rain-
fed agriculture. The houses and the layout of the settlement space clearly pointed
to processes of urbanisation and close integration with the nearby city of
Cochabamba. I relate what my student told me.

Ten years ago this area was countryside. Today it is part of the outskirts of
Cochabamba. We have progressed a lot. People from the city are buying
land here to build their houses. I see this as a problem because this is very
good agricultural land and it is irreplaceable. But the construction of the new
orbital road has made it possible for people to live here and work in
Cochabamba. Five or six years ago we used to come here to try the chicha
(maize beer) and have a good day in the countryside. Nowadays the situation
has changed. If you look around the area it is full of fitness centres. People
from Cochabamba usually come here to play sports, particularly fronton.
Private clubs and fitness centres are one of the new types of commercial
ventures for the Cochabamba middle class. During the weekends this road
is extremely dangerous. People still come here for chicha, but because they
drink too much and then drive back to Cochabamba a lot of accidents take
place during the weekends. I think before, when we did not have this
highway, it was much more relaxing and safe to visit the Valle Bajo. This
area has been transformed in the last few years and can no longer be
considered as part of the countryside. These people are not peasants, they
are city farmers. They have extensive experience as migrant labourers in
Argentina and El Chapare. Their communities are examples of development
and transformation. Their agricultural specialisation provides them with

162 ALBERTO ARCE AND NORMAN LONG



excellent economic opportunities. The onions and shalottes you observed
in the markets come from here. The only dilemma for people is whether
they are going to be able to keep their rights to water and resist the temptation
of selling their agricultural land to urban developers.

Several of the producers here obtained access to land as the result of the
agrarian reform implemented in the country after 1952. This reform
distributed land to communities, and in this area all the landowners were
affected, but since communities did not exist, miners were transported by
the political parties from ‘La Paz’ and ‘Siglo Veinte and Catare’ to create
them. Some of these communities were made up of people who did not
know how to farm. Two generations ago these people had been miners and
builders. Such skills enabled them to migrate to Argentina where they were
considered very good construction workers. Some have now finally retired
to their own communities and receive their pensions from Argentina. This
is a good contribution to the community, because these people are investing
in their locality. The new generation has continued with the same pattern
of migration, but now they prefer to try their luck in El Chapare.

Eventually and after helping some of the women to take down their cargo from
the roof of the minibus, we arrived in the student’s research community. I was
immediately introduced to some of the people. The first surprise was realising that
the majority had an Argentinian accent, even when they were speaking in Quechua
among themselves. One of them told me that he had been coming and going from
Argentina for twenty years. He said that Argentina was a difficult place. The
existence of racism and the fact that they were just seen as cheap labour, meant it
was difficult for them to stay there. The Bolivians were organised through networks
starting at the community level and expanding into specific regions and cities in
Argentina. These networks took time to form and consolidate, and are the
backbone of the provision of information about when and what kind of labour is
needed and how people can claim their rights as ‘guest’ workers in Argentina. He
said that today it was easier to travel to Argentina. In the past he went only by bus,
but now he travels by plane. According to him, today it was more difficult to find
jobs. He attributed this to a deteriorating economic situation in Argentina which
has dramatically affected the construction sector, although he added that people
from the community have continued to work there because their building skills
are far superior to those of the local Argentinians.

I toured the community. My student explained how the houses have changed
in their physical appearance since people came back with money. In front of me
were three huge lorries, one of them being repaired by a young man. I asked my
informant if he knew how the family had acquired these lorries. He looked a little
worried and said, ‘I don’t know much about that family. They have been lucky.
The father and the son have spent years working in El Chapare and now they are
in the transport business. They have organised a family enterprise. They are well off’.
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The beauty of the valley is outstanding. The Andes with their impressive
conservation of nature overwhelm any feeling one might have for transformation.
But these people have overcome such sentiments in their construction of viable
livelihood strategies and initiatives. They have created a landscape of scattered
modernities. Cacti along the road are covered in delicate white dust, standing, semi-
desiccated, as green statues, like lonely Scottish pipers evoking a lament to the silent
monument of tradition. I asked about the cacti. The answer was short,
unproblematic and uneventful: ‘They are the result of the Cochinilla project. The
bacteria escaped from the research station and now every single cactus in
Cochabamba is infected. They have as yet found no solution to the problem’. The
cacti of El Valle Alto have thus also become part and parcel of modernity.

We ended up again in the central market. Activities were quietening. My student
asked me if I wanted to see the Cross. This is the Catholic symbol of every town
in Bolivia. It was located at the end of the main street on the top of a hill. I
negotiated myself out of this situation and we ended up visiting the village church,
a colonial building in front of a square resplendent with old trees and a sense of
tranquillity and freshness in the middle of the day, an old provincial oasis. We
entered the church and I was taken to see the Virgin of Urkupina, adorned in a
host of white flowers, a beautiful material representation of religion. I was reflecting
on the beauty of this scene when my student said to me:

Well you know, I am a member of the Bolivian army. I have been a soldier
for years, working in the area of communications, and then I decided that
the only way forward in my military career was through the study of
development. I have participated in various military insurrections but now
I am proud of being part of the democratic process, although the situation
is presently not so exciting as before. Between you and me, I think the
government should say no to the intervention of the gringos. After all coca
is the only product that makes money.

This brief account attempts to depict how reality is perceived as a constant amalgam
of so-called modernities and traditional forms. The guide for the tour of the valley
expressed a mixture of intentions, opinions and projects that could not but be
defined as somehow modern. He was a ‘mutant’, a provider of deletion,
translocation and transduction of properties conceptualised as ‘modern’ and ‘local
custom’, who was generating connections with his companion that went well
beyond any kind of simple typology. He was indicating that processes of change
had been initiated by the people themselves and that it was difficult to understand
how external influences could not but be mediated by the experiences and practices
of these people. It was for this reason that the Cochinilla project was unable to
prevent the escape of bacteria; that migrant flows to Argentina and El Chapare
constituted some of the veins of modernisation, whose blood was thickened by
local customs to stem the pace of external development, resulting in unstable,
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constant mutation. Throughout, the guide wanted to identify progress. In doing
so he was making a series of statements that, in the end, led him to underline the
importance of coca/cocaine production for the region.

Corpses and buildings: another image of modernity

Images of modernity, like those above, are much more nakedly represented in
Bolivia in the ‘arch-figure of the devil’ (Nash 1979), which compares with the
accounts of Taussig (1980, 1995) concerning practices of transgression and pacts
with the devil and more generally with the evidence of the close associations of
death and modernity (see Scheper-Hughes 1992 on Death Without Weeping). Each
of these situations illustrates the processes of deletion, translocation and
transfiguration in the ritualisation of modernities.1

During my visit to Bolivia I was told that the success of the construction industry
demands corpses. This is related to the beliefs of the labour force, namely that
before Pachamama (mother earth, i.e. land), can be used in constructing multi-storey
buildings and shopping centres, she needs a human sacrifice. The demand for
corpses has generated a semi-legal institution able to respond to this demand. In
the shantytowns there are special houses where people suffering the extremes of
alcoholism or emotional disorders can go to end their days. The only activity
performed in these usually dark and suffocating places is to drink until one drops
dead. This results from the ‘heavy and free alcohol’ supply in such locales. The
corpses are then taken and recycled as offerings at the building sites. No intimacy
is allowed in this ‘gateway of hell’. The ‘arch-figure’ of the devil is probably the
only explanation to illuminate the metamorphosis of emotionally and physically
tortured bodies into significant icons for the modern construction industry in
Bolivia. The wounds of modernity, as well as the attraction of describing these
‘real’ transgressions of ‘modern morality’, take us to the limits of human experience
and toll the end of any Protestant ethic based on the diffusion of civilising processes
around the world, or in waiting for the unfolding promises of a ‘safe road’ to
modernity. It is clear, therefore, that in each street, in the documents from the
colonial past, in the urban and rural landscapes, there rests a success story of Bolivian
modernisation, as well as the presence of sacrifice emanating from the seduction
that popular religion offers and from the sacred evocation of a Spanish God. The
issue of how different social groups and actors have fended off continual crises of
legitimacy from the increasingly ‘aware’ international community concerning the
problems of drug-trafficking, fiscal disaster, external debt, the ‘failures’ of grass-
roots development and the impotency of measures of social control, leads one to
suggest that Bolivia is now in her finest hour of modernity. This situation, without
any doubt, has generated an intensification of politically and economically
contested processes, one of which concerns the production and commercialisation
of illegal crops.
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That thing called coca

According to Canelas & Canelas (1983), the production of coca for cocaine became
an issue during the 1950s, but it was not a contested issue until the government of
Banzer (1979) used it to generate the ‘coca dollars’ that the state administration
used to finance the national debt. According to the Carta de Información Politica y
Economica, the production of cocaine produces more foreign earnings than the
whole of the rest of the Bolivian economy. This economically profitable activity
led to the formation of the first association between state politicians and those
involved in narco-trafficking on Monday 30 November 1981. These innovative,
although problematic, tendencies of the Bolivian state, aimed at avoiding its total
collapse, came to the fore between 1980–85 when the coca boom began
dramatically to transform the present and the future of the El Chapare region. This
area became a monocrop producer of coca leaves. This crop specialisation
transformed the character of the family unit and demanded an ever-increasing
number of temporary wage labourers.

From the mid–1970s, a huge wave of people migrated from different parts of
the country into the region. Increased impoverishment and land degradation in
the highland areas combined with the international demand for cocaine accounts
for the decision of farmers to move into the crop, which they could cultivate and
easily sell. The crop became the icon that linked local producers, entrepreneurs
and an ever-increasing market of consumers in the United States and Europe.

In-migration brought increased cultivation of the coca leaf. During this period,
the customary cultivation of coca rapidly changed its cultural value and it become
a highly contested issue. Since the cultivation of coca was linked to the global narco-
traffic network, the region became more dependent on responding to the forces
of supply and demand emanating from the international market. It is no
exaggeration to suggest that in Bolivia market-led development has been extremely
effective in generating the production of illegal crops.

The pre-conditions for the development of coca production are linked to the
following contingencies:

1 a severe drought in 1983 that added to the general economic deterioration of
the Bolivian urban economy;

2 a large national debt which consumed up to 30 per cent of its total export
earnings and an inflation rate reaching the astronomical figure of 11,750 per
cent in 1985; and

3 the total collapse and disintegration of tin mining, one of the main industrial
activities of the country. The tin industry declined 30 per cent between 1980
and 1984, due to the decline in international tin prices that dropped 27 per
cent during that period.

These three contingencies led to the final breakdown of the formal economy and,
in turn, created favourable conditions for the development of an informal economy
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engaged in the production of illegal crops. The cultivation of coca for cocaine
attracted and engaged a great number of people struggling to secure a meagre, if
vulnerable, livelihood.

The illicit activities of coca cultivation and cocaine production were an extension
of the activities of the informal sector. Some idea of the increase of coca cultivation
in El Chapare is provided by a 1973 survey that recorded 7,160 hectares of coca;
five years later there were 18,860, and in 1983 this had reached 44,661 hectares.
By 1988, coca was calculated to cover 61,000 hectares, producing annually 147,
608 tons of dried coca leaf. El Chapare became the new sourcing region and it is
estimated that 80 per cent of the total Bolivian coca leaf originates from this area.
Government sources argue that 90 per cent of the coca cultivated in El Chapare
ends up as raw material for cocaine production (Lohman 1992). By 1985, the
Chapare region had become the target for the drug eradication policy. The control
of El Chapare followed two strategies: the first aimed to replace coca through the
implementation of the so-called ‘alternative development’ programme; the other
consisted of repressive military measures to eradicate coca production. Increased
military intervention was supported by the continuation of the ‘War on Drugs’
policy which was re-launched at the beginning of the 1980s by the then American
President, Ronald Reagan. In the Departments of El Beni and Santa Cruz, which,
together with Cochabamba, share the production and processing of coca for
cocaine, some 1,500 illegal airstrips were estimated to exist, and between 1985 and
1989 the army and police destroyed 4,200 cocaine processing factories (Vasquez
1989:70).

The demand side of coca/cocaine production

Drug taking is an important practice in contemporary society. In England alone,
more than half a million ecstasy pills are consumed during weekends by young
people as a new form of recreation. According to the American Department of
State, between 10–22 thousand million dollars (i.e. 0.5 per cent of GNP) are spent
on the importation of drugs. It is estimated that 50 per cent of these resources
remain within US financial circuits. The US is the main market for cocaine,
consuming 40 per cent of the production from Peru, Bolivia and Colombia. In
present-day America, every major transport accident enquiry starts by removing
mechanical parts for inspection and drug testing the people involved. According
to Hanson (1993):

Drug abuse, it seems, currently plays a role in American thinking similar to
witchcraft a few centuries ago: it is insidious, pervasive, but not easily
recognisable, an evil that infuses social life and is responsible for many of the
ills that beset us. At the end of the 1980s, before many Americans had even
heard of Saddam Hussein, the big war in America was the War on Drugs.
Drugs were a major issue in the presidential election of 1988. A New York
Times/CBS News poll in late 1989 found that some 65 per cent of Americans
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considered drugs to be the number one problem facing the nation. Excepting
only a time in early 1991, when just over 25 per cent pointed to the economy,
this is more than triple the number who, in polls taken between 1985 and
late 1991, identified any other single issue as ‘America’s greatest problem’.

(Hanson 1993:123)

It seems that drug testing in workplaces since 1985 has become a common
phenomenon in America. Twenty-one per cent of 1,090 companies responding
to an American Management Association survey in November 1986, reported
testing applicants and/or current employees for drugs. Ninety per cent of them
had instituted their programmes in 1985 or 1986. Hence drug testing programmes
are a commonplace in contemporary America.

It is calculated that some 20 million Americans consume marihuana, another 20
million use cocaine and 5 million use opium. In 1989, the commercialisation of
illegal drugs amounted to 150 million US dollars a year. This activity contributed
5.3 per cent of the GNP of the US and generated 20 million jobs. It is calculated
that the banking system alone receives 300 million US dollars per year, with
approximately 60 per cent of all capital gains being generated by this illegal activity.
According to Suarez Salazar, this activity contributed significantly during the 1980s
to the re-structuring of the US economy.

Coca farmers in Bolivia protest against the way the ‘external world’, especially
the US, is intervening in their region. Militarisation of every human settlement,
violation of human rights and the implementation of ‘alternative development’
constitute a trilogy of policies favouring the condemnation of El Chapare coca
production. Obviously coca farmers disagree with the criminalisation of their crop
practices, since for them coca production is part of their cultural heritage, and
presently constitutes the only profitable crop on which producers can build their
regional livelihoods and political identities. The unwillingness of local producers
to give up their coca bushes is based upon the fact that coca leaves remain the main
income-generating crop. There are guaranteed legal and illegal markets and the
yields are reliable in comparison with other crops, such as citrus, pineapples and
other tropical fruit. In a meeting with producers one of them commented,

I do not know how the government can expect us to stop producing coca
when we are living far from the main roads, deep in the forest, and we need
to carry oranges for hours, after which we have to seek public transport to
reach the markets. With coca we do not have these problems. It has a good
price and we can easily sell it in our local market. We want a policy of crop
substitution and not eradication, that means that only when we have roads
and good markets for our produce can we stop cultivating coca. So far coca
is the only crop that produces a decent income. Until now we have observed
the failures of the alternative development plan and the government has not
kept its promises of providing alternatives for us.
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Farmers interpret the policy of coca eradication as a direct attack on their decision-
making power:

If the coca growers accept the policy of coca eradication, we will surrender
our only card for negotiating with the government. We are only important
for the government because we are coca growers. They know that if we do
not collaborate we can put the state under threat of withdrawal of economic
help from the gringos.

El Chapare is not a stranger to fatal incidents between coca growers and the Bolivian
anti-drug force (Umopar). The military patrol the roads in their lorries, ready to
raid the hundreds of clandestine cocaine factories and airstrips that exist in the area.
It is no secret that some sindicatos (producer associations) have struck bargains with
the drug traffickers. A producer explained:

Sometimes we build and take care of the airstrips. For using them we claim
taxes for our community from every plane that takes off or lands there. We
know that Umopar cannot cover the whole area. While the army can own
three or four helicopters, the narcos could own up to 20 private planes. We
have to exist and we accept reality as it is. We have learned to load and unload
a plane of cargo in no more than ten minutes.

In recent years, after a long interruption due to military intervention between the
years 1980–2, the USAID project for El Chapare was reactivated, through the
implementation of the Alternative Development Plan (1987), but concurrently,
the region has been declared a red area, a military zone, and Bolivian troops have
been engaged in the implementation of the forced eradication of coca plants, and
have attempted to regain control of the area on behalf of the central government.

The Alternative Development Plan in El Chapare (1987) was shaped by the
strategy of USAID. The policy aimed to stop migration to the tropical region
through pumping financial resources into the communities from which these
people were migrating. Zones such as Arani, Mizque and Aiquile of the highlands
of the central valley of Cochabamba received generous financial aid.

In El Chapare itself, I made a brief visit to some of the communities which had
been targeted to receive some of these alternative projects. I wanted to see whether
producers had tried to find alternatives to coca production. Producers were
extremely disappointed with the results of these projects and, as a result, had lost
trust in them.

They [the project experts] arrived here and offered us a pig rearing project.
They built this piggery. You can see it is very sophisticated, each animal had
its own water tap, and concrete everywhere to avoid disease. According to
the experts, it was based on a Japanese design. The only problem was that
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the experts introduced a very difficult animal to manage, you know, the
‘white pig’. These animals are not adapted to the tropics. They are more
demanding than a baby (huahua), you need to feed them with a lot of milk
and special food pellets which were not available locally. The pigs began to
develop diseases and parasites. Furthermore, the vampire bat used to feast on
the animals. These pigs have no hair protection. Keeping and managing them
was not a good idea. In the end the project failed. Some of us sold the animals,
others died and what remains here is merely the building. This empty piggery
is the final memory we have of alternative development projects. As you can
see, it is now used by our free-range chickens. The experts of alternative
development never asked us what we wanted here. They simply imposed
on us the livestock project and then dictated a type of animal we did not
know how to manage. In the end these projects are not to our benefit but
only provide jobs for foreign experts who have their own interests. The
political issue is that because these projects failed we are blamed and billed
for them and the government claims that the failure is proof that we don’t
want to give up the cultivation of coca leaves. The truth is that what we
want here is ‘real development’ and not just experiments that finally burn up
a lot of money and achieve nothing for us.2 Until we have ‘real development’
we will continue producing coca leaves.

Lanza (1995) argues that of the 48 million US dollars used on the programme for
alternative development, 21 million dollars were spent on direct salaries to USAID
and its consultants, 7 million on the operations within the national and regional
bureaucracies, and of the remaining 20 million, approximately 50 per cent was
invested in the Cochabamba valleys to halt migration. Only 25 per cent was
invested in projects in El Chapare itself.

In terms of agricultural research, investment in Chapare has been concentrated
in the Institute of Agriculture and Livestock Technology (IBTA). This institution
has received around 14 million dollars for adapting some economically viable
‘export crops’ to the difficult tropical conditions. Products such as macadamia nuts
and spices are the laughing stock of local producers. The more successful
programme—perhaps not for accidental reasons—was the construction of roads.
These attracted 15 million dollars and were implemented by the Bolivian National
Road Service (SNC). Such projects receive strong support from the local
population. The other main agency supporting alternative development is the
United Nations through UNCP. These projects have been concentrated in agro-
industry, an example being the milk-processing factory in the zone of Ivirgarzama.
This factory has a daily capacity to process 50,000 litres of milk, but the problem
is that milk production in the area does not reach 5,000 litres per day. Obviously,
these projects have also had very limited impact in El Chapare. It is a similar story
with factories set up to process bananas for vinegar and sun-dried varieties.
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The failures and loss of trust in any sort of alternative development have
generated political problems in El Chapare between the local producer associations
(sindicatos) and the Bolivian State. This critical situation has placed the NGOs in
the middle of this battlefield, with local producers believing that European NGOs
are nothing more than collaborators with the state. One of the more important
leaders of the cocalero movement, Evo Morales, said:

Some NGOs are trying to bury us alive and others do not give us any help.
Some of them do not want to be associated with us and deny any help even
when we need funds to publish our leaflets.

There is in fact a real fear among the Chapare local population that NGOs may
end up supporting a policy of forced re-settlement to locations outside of El
Chapare. This has been called the ‘zero option’ and, according to some, is the only
solution to the coca/cocaine issue. The local sindicatos believe that they are under
attack from the NGOs. They accuse some of these organisations of being
paternalistic and of not recognising the importance of local organisations. They
mentioned the case of the Swedish Development Agency in Bolivia, which,
according to local producers, is too close to official government policies and lacks
the resources or interest to implement an integrated rural development programme
in El Chapare. In the end, producers argue that they are tired of being experimented
upon like guinea pigs. They are frustrated because the experts cannot increase the
productivity of alternative crops and because there are no markets for these
commodities. In this vein, Chapare producers want to hold on to processes of
change that they know they can manage and control.

Before I left the settlement I was visiting, I was taken by one of the local leaders
to see what the local syndicate had achieved. Extremely proud, this young man
pointed to an abandoned building and said:

That over there is the state school. As you can see we don’t use it. The
syndicate has built its own private school: it is that over there. We contract
the teacher and we control how our sons and daughters are educated. The
state school has never operated here and it will never do so. The government
wanted to force us to use the official graveyard, but we do not use that since
we have created our own cemetery in a plot that the syndicate was able to
obtain. In this colonia (settlement)—from that bridge to that tree—we have
total dominion. Here I am a king. This is the syndicate’s area of control.
Here there is no government, no state. We control everything. This is
possible because we have established the coca market. This market is very
active among local producers and from this we can collect taxes that
eventually we use for the improvement of the colonia. We have learned by
experience that we cannot trust anyone to come here to teach us how to
achieve development. This is something we have to do for ourselves.
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The body, agency and the embodiment of social action

El Chapare is not just any region. Not only does it exude tropical and exuberant
varieties of green vegetables, but the humidity and red tropical soils are not easy
to domesticate for agricultural production. The landscape is criss-crossed by huge
rivers. The army and police are constantly checking people and vehicles at road
blocks. This is a normal feature of policing the area in order to stop people
smuggling in chemicals for the preparation of coca paste. Smuggling chemicals is
one of the most profitable activities in El Chapare. Alongside the main road near
the military depot, it is sometimes possible to observe their confiscation. Clearly,
some chemicals are discovered fortuitously, but the network that starts in
Colombia, passes through La Paz, Cochabamba or Santa Cruz de la Sierra and ends
up in El Chapare where it disappears into the jungle, is never completely disrupted.
Buses and lorries are systematically stopped and passengers have to wait for the
police, military and often the US advisers and their dogs to examine the cargo.
They are constantly looking for unusual amounts of coca leaves, chemicals or coca
paste. The police and experts attempt to inspect every bag or sack, but these are
large loads of merchandise and foodstuffs of all sorts, displaying a variety of
international brands, originating from Chile, Argentina, or Peru. The majority are
contraband. Chemicals for the production of coca paste are simply one type of
contraband commodity among many that fuel small-scale trade and fan the life of
hundreds of markets in Bolivia. It has been calculated that, due to the coca/cocaine
economy, there are in the tropics of La Paz and Cochabamba around 50,000 small
traders who find a ready market for their commodities among the population that
live there (Alem 1989:80).

At road blocks, one sees members of the police and army at work. Farmers are
stopped and searched to see if they are transporting the illegal cocaine paste. But
how long can they spend identifying the enormous diversity of commodities and
contents of the many large sacks of merchandise? How can they penetrate the
external display of factory packaging? Chemicals and coca paste are disguised as
many other commodities so that such controls fail. Buses have no regular timetables,
nobody has a proper ticket, and the names of passengers are not registered or listed.
Passengers usually know each other, but travel anonymously. The buses are modern
and comfortable but run in an undisciplined, impersonalised manner. Is this lack
of organisation or the best form of organisation? Bus enterprises are one of the
more profitable forms of economic activity. They constitute the backbone for the
transportation of commodities and people.

Such a style of transport operation—with no exactly routed timetabling and no
registration of passengers—provides a secure medium for the movement of
contraband commodities and for the illegal activities implicated in coca production
and commercialisation. The interconnections of buses, the lack of itineraries, the
difficulties of checking passenger lists, people’s local knowledge and experience of
different markets, and the way in which the military and police authorities attempt
to control the flow of goods without moving from their sentry boxes, combine to
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construct a series of situational contingencies that are constantly being disconnected
and reshaped. The networks that provide the threads through which these
movements and encounters take place can be interrupted at any moment, yet they
can never be dismantled completely. It is calculated that more than 4,000 jobs in
the transport sector are linked to coca/cocaine activities (Alem 1989:81).

The movement of chemicals and coca paste does not take place only in motorised
vehicles. At different points in the journey, mules, donkeys, and humans (especially
their backs) will be used to transport these commodities. The lack of roads in the
region means that this is the only way to penetrate deep into the jungle. Animals
and humans are more mobile and cunning in the face of police and military control.
It takes longer to transport delicate commodities such as chemicals, but it is often
the only way. In this situation, knowledge concerning the care of unstable
chemicals in changeable weather conditions or unanticipated delays in deliveries is
critical.

The network of interconnections does not end with the way in which people
practice trade and transport in Bolivia, since it depends crucially on how they utilise
various modern artefacts and technology to promote their activities. For instance,
at moments of great scarcity, some cocaine manufacturers will cannibalise their and
others’ car batteries for sulphuric acid. Hence, any motorised vehicle, cargo, or
person is not only under threat from the police or army controls but also from
competing manufacturers and their group. This makes it difficult to regulate the
traffic of people and commodities. Bribes are offered but corruption is not the only
factor. Coca is the single most important crop to produce a specific ensemble of
organising processes in El Chapare.

Coca cultivators are at the bottom of the cocaine global trade network. They
practise a varied cropping strategy, of which the production of coca leaves
constitutes approximately 60 per cent of their portfolio of crops. The others are
bananas amounting to 15.7 per cent, rice 9.5 per cent, yucca 5 per cent and oranges
3.5 per cent. According to some studies, resident families in the tropics of Bolivia
obtain around 515 US dollars per month and require as a minimum 330 US dollars
to meet their basic needs. Of this, the cultivation of the coca provides about 55
per cent of the minimal income required to survive in the tropics.

It has been calculated that the investment made by coca producers in Bolivia
amounts to some 58 million dollars (equivalent to $US 1.056 per hectare). If we
include what producers have invested in opening up and bringing into production
new land, then the investment increases to 80 million dollars. This capital has been
invested by 48,000 Bolivian small-scale rural producers.

Coca leaves are grown on a small scale and are successful because the production
is linked to the global cocaine economy. It is estimated that the Bolivian agricultural
frontier has increased by 20,000 hectares in the last 10– 15 years, of which it is
assumed 70 per cent are related to coca leaf production. Opening up this new
agricultural land in the tropics has generated 5,000 new jobs within the
Departments of La Paz and Cochabamba.
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Coca bushes are well adapted to tropical conditions. They are pest-resistant and
can grow on slopes as well as on less fertile soils of the tropical rainforest. Hardly
any external inputs are needed. A producer can obtain two or three crops a year
for a period of 15–20 years. In El Chapare, the producers have in their chacos at
least one hectare of coca, as a way of ensuring their economic survival. The harvest
of coca is labour-intensive and the leaves have to be picked carefully without
damaging them. During the coca harvest many temporary migrants come to work
in El Chapare. Coca enters the market as dry leaves. At this time, travelling through
El Chapare one observes in front of every house a long green carpet of leaves. This
is the customary way of drying them. The drying process helps with transportation,
storage and with the concentration of the alkaloid content that eventually will react
to chemicals such as sulphuric acid. The drying process is important and requires
individual care and local knowledge.

To transform coca leaves into cocaine is a lengthy process that starts with making
the alkaloid contents of the leaf react with sulphuric acid and water in a pit. The
PH (acidity) for the maceration of the coca leaves is an individual formula, perfected
through the experience of individuals working in this field. It is the secret of the
mixer. These ‘local experts’ constantly use their own body as a referential and
biographical source for calculating and controlling the processes of acidity. At first,
experts use their hand to inspect the consistency of the mixture, and later they
progress to sample the aroma and tang of the blend. It is through expert tongues
and tastes that finally the PH for leaf soaking is perfected. After a process of
exudation of 18–20 hours when the sulphuric acid and leaves interact, a brown
coloured concoction emerges. Into this blend of cocaine, resins, tar and acid, the
temporary labourers jump and tread the floating bundles of leaves for about two
hours. At this stage the result is a highly concentrated brew that needs to be
decanted into another pit. In this second process, the alkaloid is stabilised through
the neutralisation of the acid fluid. This is done by incorporating into the
concoction sodium carbonate, lime, or cement. After half an hour or so, this
becomes a sort of liquid cocaine. It is then combined with kerosene to further the
purging and transmutation of the liquid, which after 20–30 minutes becomes a
mellifluent liquid to be combined again with a ‘formula’ of sulphuric acid and
water. Finally, sodium carbonate is added and coca paste begins to appear at the
bottom of the container. This substance is carefully wrapped in a cloth and squeezed
to expel the water. Then it is left to dry in the sun. It is assumed that 80 per cent
of the alkaloid present in coca leaves is recovered with this technique for the
elaboration of cocaine. The same technique is repeated two or three times and the
amount of alkaloid reduced on the second time to 20 per cent and in the third
round it consists more of chemicals than anything else. The second and third rounds
provide extremely low-quality coca paste.

To produce bad quality cocaine is not an unusual event. There are a lot of
elements, knowledge and practices that need to be assembled by a skilful and able
‘local-mixer’ in order to produce a good quality commodity. In this process a
combination of customary and modern knowledge and the use of chemical
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technology are embodied, sometimes literally, through the agency and practices of
the local mixer. Bad quality cocaine is produced by miscalculations of the
proportion of sulphuric acid. At any step in the process something can go wrong.
This can be the result of circumstances inherent in the leaves or due to the inability
of the local mixer to deal with these variations. Factors that can affect the process
are: the specific genotype of coca leaves; the region from which the leaves came;
the time when they were picked; the humidity content of the leaves; and last, but
not least, the chemical ‘body’ constituting the sulphuric acid in actual use, namely
whether it is considered lighter or heavier in quality, which is related to the dilution
levels of acid to water.

The local mixer, usually called ‘el quimico’ (the chemist) is constantly mastering
the chemical processes and increasing his detailed knowledge of types of coca leaf
in relation to localities of production. For the chemist it is important to know the
origin of the leaves, the climatic conditions of the region and the dates when they
were picked. The agency of the local mixer is constantly changing as he
incorporates new knowledge and experience and applies it to his craft. He is the
alchemist of the tropics, producing a commodity that incorporates monetary,
pleasurable and desirable values. The practices he develops arise out of the ongoing
history and dynamics of the coca/cocaine industry and from existing political
contingencies, but most specifically they are the outcome of his own abilities and
experience in connecting and combining his knowledge of substances and
techniques with local/global consumption needs. In so doing he produces a
material commodity, which is engraved with specific qualities and meanings that
facilitate its circulation from the tropics of Cochabamba to various consumption
places in Europe and the USA. In this way the provision of the commodity
contributes to the establishment of an important global niche economy.

This is a remarkable achievement by any standard. These social actors control
spaces in the almost impenetrable jungle of South America, where they practise
their transmutational skills. From this base they participate globally in the economic
and social re-shaping of contemporary industrial societies. In addition, their
association with this remote and unfamiliar kind of ‘nature’ also contributes to the
creation of Western representations of this ‘cocaine world’. These representations
resemble the European aversion and fear of witchcraft in earlier centuries when
the latter was seen as an uncontrollable force disseminating chaos and social
disorder. But, unlike that medieval witch who dabbled in magical concoctions and
occult powers, the cocaine chemist is a specialist in modern forms of instrumental
rationality which is adapted to operate in the far-flung corners of the globe. This
is his ‘modernity’.

The social practices involved in cocaine production and trading therefore emerge
out of a set of contingencies that materialise rapidly in relation to existing
experiences and capacities, many of which derive from previous work histories in
the mines and the small-scale enterprise sector, as well as from what are seen as the
ecological and political possibilities of the Chapare region. Hence, the process
entails a re-positioning of individual and group skills, knowledge and resources in
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the embodiment of new production activities. These reorganised experiences and
experiments have given birth to a complex ensemble in which the figure and the
distinctive skills of the chemist epitomised the new age of the coca/cocaine
economy. The local mixer is comparable to other mythical or real actors in
European cultural history, when during the industrial revolution they sought to
control and profit from the combination of air, fire and water in the pursuit of
progress. These actors have mastered, from within the tropics, the properties of
sulphuric acid for the benefit of themselves and a substantial global group of
producers and consumers.

This new ensemble of knowledge, technologies and social relations may have
emerged from the dynamics of previous experience, but what is new is the
accelerated pace by which internal re-arrangements take place and reposition
themselves, thus acquiring new properties, meanings, practices and thus agency. It
is now the chemist who constitutes the nexus around which a whole series of new
connections, values and counter-values cohere and materialise. These newly
emergent social forms entail distinctive life styles and social and cultural
arrangements. In characterising this rapid transformational process the idea of social
mutation is apposite, since mutations are self-organising, internally generated
changes that involve the reassembling of properties and the repositioning of actors
in such a way that new forms emerge. The forms (or mutants) that emerge are
never fully predictable nor are they dependent on a constant infusion of new stock
or elements from some external source. One advantage in using this concept is that
it avoids the current metaphor of hybridisation which, as suggested in Chapter 1,
characterises the process by which new cultures or social forms are created in terms
of a process of stitching together the patches and pieces of existing cultures to create
hybrid varieties.

This process of social change has entailed the development of other sets of
relations constituting a series of interconnected life worlds. The people who work
alongside these chemists, and who literally have to throw their bodies into the acid
and leaves to release the alkaloids, are los pisacocas, coca-treaders. They are
temporary labourers who work for wages and coca paste. They earn good money,
but their bodies reflect how effectively the chemicals attack their human flesh.
Boots made of rubber and leather are not strong enough to protect the feet of the
‘pisacocas’, which progressively rot as the acid perforates their bones. For customary
reasons there are ‘pisacocas’ who tread without any sort of protection and who,
according to some reports (Equipo Pastoral del Chapare), after one week of
working in El Chapare are unable to walk. By the end of the season the soles of
their feet are totally destroyed and with the high levels of sulphuric acid that their
bodies absorb they also end up with damaged kidneys leading to the passing of
blood in their urine and faeces. The production of cocaine is certainly not without
tears.

One of the first striking observations in the region is the intense activity that
takes place along the road from Cochabamba to El Chapare. The movement of
people and constant trade provides an image of a tropical space that is being
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conquered by the ‘modern’ economics of social life. One of the more dynamic
activities in El Chapare is the growth of restaurants and bars. Food and drink is a
translocation of commercial activities for women in this area, who come from the
highlands and valleys of Bolivia. Local people actively link friendship with
consuming beer, good food and ostentatiously flashing around their money. In this
vein, the bars and restaurants are significant social centres for the tropics. Their red
lights, plastic tables and the constant coming and going of cars and buses make one
associate everyday life here with a constant bustle that bears some resemblance to
Chaplin’s film Modern Times. Modernity has opened the door to the Cochabamba
tropics and generated a fear of American and European legislators, who propagate
the view that the people who live and work in the Bolivian tropics are dangerous
‘global’ enemies, whom they hope to release from their ‘criminal’ condition
through the introduction of alternative development.

In reality, people in the tropics see themselves as neither criminals nor victims
in need of the help of moral legislators and development experts. They have simply
taken stock of their situation and are following the most viable livelihood options.
In so doing, coca/cocaine producers have generated 5,000 new jobs in the area;
60,000 cultivators and harvesters of coca leaves today depend on this form of
agriculture; some 50,000 small-scale traders depend on this activity to generate a
market; a further 4,000 are related to the transport sector and 6,300 temporary
labourers are directly involved in the production of coca paste. In summary, the
reality is that the coca/cocaine economy has provided viable and diversified
livelihoods for 125,000 families, representing 4.2 per cent of the economically
active population in Bolivia.

Criminality is ever present in the social centres. Coca paste is transported via
restaurants and bars on its way to the international processing and consumption
markets. Each social centre is potentially a strategic location for moving the valuable
coca/paste further on its journey. A number of small traders are involved in local
trafficking. All have one single property in common, that is, their hunger for cash.
They are the actors described in Taussig’s stories (1995). They have mastered the
art of transgression and discovered the significance of an economy of consumption.
Disposable income and the dynamics of spending in the affluent areas of the globe
have set in motion extreme paradoxes of social discontinuity in areas like the
Cochabamba tropics. In these remote areas, we observe the extremes of social life.
Here, we see the interplay of autonomy and freedom, but this discards in practice
the associated puritanical values of modernity, to reveal the unfolding of
instrumental rationality in its most blatant and vital form. This causes us to doubt
whether it is possible to conceive of a future role for, let alone control, planned
development and modernisation by the state or other outside bodies for the region.

Is this a case of cosmetic development, the development of excesses, or distorted
and perverted development? Perhaps ‘modernity’ entails all of this! Yet the fact is
that the income and consumption levels of the local population, in relative terms,
have risen enormously. Commodities in abundance have arrived here attracted by
the inflow of dollars and the economic boom. Local markets, like mushrooms,
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burgeon everywhere. Durable consumption goods are bought and luxury items
procured. Food, for which El Chapare is not self-sufficient, is imported from other
regions. There is an active, although semilegal, market for land. There is still a need
for people to improve basic health services and the supply of drinking water and
electricity. But in all these ways the dramatic commoditisation of the tropical areas
of Bolivia has transformed local producers into agricultural exporters, in rhythm
with the desire and dreams of cocaine and ‘modern’ ways of life.

Impressions from El Chapare

Late in the day. The eradication campaign has been in full swing for more than
four weeks. The army was mobilised in full and the Bolivian TV reported every
hour the number of hectares eradicated in El Chapare. The American Ambassador
was clearly saying that if the target for eradication was not achieved by the end of
that week, the US would not authorise the transfer of promised financial loans to
the government. I could see people cutting down coca bushes, and military trucks
in constant movement. With Bolivian colleagues, I went to one of the local bars
for a beer. We sat and talked about the consequences of the eradication policy. A
producer joined us, listened and then said,

Yes, sometimes I cannot understand these Americans. They force this
eradication of coca bushes. But then, according to me, what is going to
happen is something very simple. The price of coca leaves will increase
because there will be more demand and less supply. Then people will go into
the jungle and they will start new chacos. I don’t understand these politicians.

A person who was acting as ‘agronomist’ for one of the eradication teams said:

We’ve been working hard to achieve our targets. We are being paid for
achieving them. We leave the centre here at five o’clock in the morning and
don’t come back until six or seven at night. We are really pushing forward
with the eradication programme, but I will tell you how we do it. The
government said that the programme is a voluntary one; well, that policy
worked until two weeks ago, when some producers who were in need of
cash came to ask us for eradication. You know when we eradicate coca
bushes the producers are paid compensation. The producers were happy
when we gave them US dollars. In the last two weeks we have been paying
with Bolivianos and the people are not that happy. We have practically
finished with the really small coca producers, so now to achieve our targets
we have to go after the medium producers, and here the policy of voluntary
eradication no longer applies. What I do to achieve my target is to arrive at
a community, look for a ‘good area’ and then go to the sindicato to say that
the area has been targeted for eradication. Sometimes they get angry and
don’t want me to do my job. So then what I do is call the army. They arrive
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with their trucks and machine guns and start cutting down the bushes. The
producers complain but, in the end, they are forced to accept the
compensation money. After that we move to a different sector. I know this
is not the proper way, and I know the producers are going to go tomorrow
into the jungle and open up a new ‘chaco’, but I am not being paid to solve
the problem, just to achieve my target. I have to do it, it’s my job.

The discussion progressed to the techniques that the eradication team use in the
area and more interesting information emerged. We continued to drink and I could
see three women scouring the place. They looked nervous. One of my Bolivian
colleagues called me to his side and said ‘be careful, those women are “mules”.’
‘Mules?’

Yes, they are carriers of the ‘basic paste’. They’re always looking for transport.
They’ve seen our jeep and will probably approach us. They usually pay with
sex. When police discover the drug in orifices of their bodies or hidden
among their clothes, they always negotiate their freedom by offering sex to
the police. They generally conceal their cargo in their bodies, using false
breasts or presenting themselves as pregnant. Some of them have managed
to establish good and lasting relationships with the local authority
representatives. They are experts in how to use their bodies. Some even
implant cocaine paste inside their bodies. There are cases where people have
died when the plastic bags inside them break open and the overdose kills
them. They can carry from 100 to 200 grammes in their bodies. They deliver
the illegal paste to refining laboratories and consumer markets. It’s not
unusual for some of these women to carry as much as five kilos of paste. A
carrier will make a few trips a month and their aspiration is to be employed
as an international carrier, for which they are paid three to four thousand
dollars per trip.

In the Chapare region moving the basic paste is very much in tune with how the
body is used. This can generate a variety of strategies that transgress any notion one
might have about how commodities should travel and be transported. A producer
explained that ‘the best way to move paste is inside the corpse of a small child. This
is a very safe and reliable way for a mule to smuggle coca paste.’ This method of
carrying cocaine is mentioned also by Taussig’s report on Colombia (1995).
According to him, the bodies of dead babies were cut open and filled with paste.
According to my informant, this was the most effective way in Bolivia for women
to move the basic paste without being detected by the police.

Memories

A normal day in June 1987. The government had not respected certain agreements
and the coca producers were extremely angry. They wanted the implementation
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of the Alternative Development Programme and to discuss the effects of Law 1008
relating to the criminalisation of coca/cocaine production. After one year, on 6
June 1988, in Cochabamba 30,000 coca producers blocked the roads in protest
against the implementation of the law concerning dangerous substances. The heat
increased until on 27 June, in Villa Tunares, some 185 kms from Cochabamba, 5,
000 local coca producers came together to assert their rights as Bolivian citizens.
After speeches emphasising that the eradication programme had used dangerous
pesticides that would affect not only plants, trees and animals, but the genetic
constitution and health of children (rumour had it that the famous orange herbicide
used in Vietnam by the Americans had been used in El Chapare), a group of
producers headed to the offices of the agency in charge of the eradication
programme (DIRECO) to enquire about this. The guards became agitated and
nervous and fired into the crowd. The bullets continued for 15 to 20 minutes.
After half an hour, helicopters arrived from Parotani and Chimore with American
troops from the DEA agency and from UMOPAR who continued firing at the
producers. As a result, this incident left eight dead coca producers, ten wounded
by bullets and seven who were never seen again.

Conclusions

This chapter proposes an analysis of modernity from the perspective of coming to
terms with the scale and excesses of human endeavour in a remote region of Bolivia.
It is not a fanciful option, since issues of modernity should be situated in all their
beauty and ugliness at the limits of the meaningful, the possible and the obscene
of human experience. We argue for a positive analysis of all expressions of situated
modernities that contribute to a vision of life in tune with a systematic delineation
of practices and their command of competence and efficiency. Hence, the emphasis
on the technical and organisational character of a network of actors who are striving
to build their own modernities.

This, we believe, provides us with a variety of constructed modernities, which
are neither permeated with traditional or post-modern features but which exist
within the present scenario of local/global spaces. They constitute ongoing
processes, ‘discovered’, presented and constructed by ‘specialised’ actors and
observers such as commercial middlemen, politicians, scientists, engineers, medical
doctors, drug-traffickers, World Bank economists, priests, NGO workers,
development experts, military personnel, ethnographers, consumers of nature and
tradition, and good Samaritans.

As objects of knowledge such social configurations come to be perceived as
threatening the institutional and normative field of the state and other forms of
authority. They are seen as generating potential problems for trade, research,
spiritual salvation, de-criminalisation, policing, development policy and even
‘civilisation’. In this way, local actors and their modes of organisation are often
represented as deviant forms, though replete with both Western romanticism and
the hidden fears of that which cannot be possessed or consumed. Local people are
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seen as inert objects of the desires of experts who aim to purify the perverse messages
that emanate from the world of coca/cocaine, in an exhibition of counter-values
that challenge notions of ‘clean’ nature and ‘progressive’ culture. These
representations legitimise our ‘right(ness)’ to speak for ‘others’ and this blinds us to
observing the appropriateness of situated modernities as reflected in the realities of
the contemporary global scene.

During this research we entered into conversations with actors who are searching
for modernity. We neither questioned nor depicted them as madcaps or oddballs
of that modernity. We did not assume that because they wanted such modernity
they were acting rationally in the Western sense. We accepted modernity as a
contingency, that is, as a way in which locally situated actors had arrived at
‘modernity’ by experiencing it, by listening and questioning politicians and
development experts, by experimenting or balancing up uncertainties and
weighing them, in favour of their individual projects and expectations.

Hence, Bolivian people can, and do, respond when confronted with modernity.
What is more significant, however, is that their responses sometimes deliberately
challenge the aims and objectives of development projects that were so perfectly
designed. In other words, local actors often deliberately follow a course of action
that runs counter to what development experts assume to be optional. The
acquisition of local knowledge and experience is revealed as a constant property of
situated organisational networks. These actors, with their production of coca/
cocaine, are constantly redefining boundaries between ‘nature’, ‘culture’ and the
so-called ‘economic world’. In the end, they design, produce and distribute a
commodity whose properties are outside the control of experts or those who
represent social order. Their practice and ex•eriences, as well as the commodities
produced, generate livelihoods that are fully part of the ‘modern’ world.

In summary then, we have tried to portray how the constant transgression of
the limits of human experience and the re-assertion of social and political
boundaries have very real, material and often unexpected effects in broader
processes of development. As a result, one loses one’s optimism in externally
promoted and sponsored development projects, and comes to respect how local
actors are, or may become, independent of our representations of modernisation
and the notion of progress. The Cochabamba case brings out the mutational
character of the processes rather than the hybridity of the actors. These actors are
in charge of their physical and social space and generate the bases of their own
meaningful knowledge. Here we argue for, an anthropology of mutation that
emphasises the importance of documenting the diffusion, refraction, and internal
production of processes of modernity—a focus that can complement the concern
for reflexivity and recursiveness in industrialised societies by writers such as Latour,
Beck & Giddens.

In addition, we place the understanding of local knowledges and modernities
on an epistemological par with the discussion of the relationship between
‘subjectivity’ and ‘objectivity’ as dilemmas inherent in the doing ethnography. The
dissolving of modernity into a sea of modernities does not imply the loss of actors’

CONSUMING MODERNITY 181



agency or their capacities to experience and exercise power or weakness. Indeed,
the Chapare case amply demonstrates the creativity, self-reliance and organisational
capacities of local actors to take care of their own destinies.

Notes

1 Though co-authored, the ethnographic impressions of this chapter derive from a visit
by Alberto Arce to the region during the summer of 1995. In order to conserve the
original tenor of the observations, we have retained the first person singular
throughout the ethnographic account of this section of the paper. For this reason the
text fluctuates between the first person singular and the plural.

2 According to Lanza (1995), up to December 1993, the Alternative Development
Programme had invested U$42 million, with an average of U$4.2 million per year.
This development aid was distributed in the following manner: 1) Commercialisation
projects: 0.1 per cent; 2) Agricultural and livestock projects: 18 per cent; 3) Basic
infrastructure for increasing productivity: 9.0 per cent; 4) Social infrastructure: 8.0
per cent; 5) Support for productive projects: 6.0 per cent; 6) Operational costs of
projects: 14.0 per cent; 7) USAID salaries and other related costs: 45.0 per cent. These
figures are found on pages 121 and 123 of La Coca Prohibida of Gregorio Lanza 1995,
edited by SNV Bolivia (Dutch Cooperation Service for Development) and CEDIB.
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11
Exploring local/global transformations1

A view from anthropology

Norman Long

Many contemporary scholars and observers have stressed that we are now living
in an era of radical change—a turning point in history, and the end of industrial
society and the Third World as we have known them over the past century. The
signs seem clear. Electronic and satellite communication technologies have made
it possible for the rapid dissemination and application of scientific knowledge and
advanced technologies, as well as the diffusion and blending of newly created or
‘reinvented’ cultural life styles and art forms. Economies have been restructured
around more flexible and diversified production systems and economic enterprise,
while commodity markets and financial institutions have become more global and,
at the same time, more volatile. Governments are less interventionist (at least in
their rhetoric if not in practice) in their regulation and management of human
affairs, preferring instead to depend on the ‘laws of the market’ and to devolve or
delegate certain state powers to civic or private organisations at regional, national
or international levels.

Such technological and institutional change has undoubtedly liberated many
people from certain arduous everyday reproduction tasks, has dramatically
improved long-distance transport systems, and has increased the space for self-
organisation and individual or collective initiatives and entrepreneurship. But the
down side is the fact that much of this has been achieved at the cost of those in the
low-paid, work-less, or resource-scarce sectors of society, whose livelihoods and
relative living standards remain extremely low and highly vulnerable to economic
and political pressures. In the face of this, new forms of conflict and alliance have
emerged, involving not only struggles against the national state and international
institutions, but also within and between social groups mobilised on the basis of
ethnicity, family and clan affiliation, gender difference, and membership of
movements focusing upon specific concerns, such as environmental conservation,
human rights and food risks. All sorts of sectional interests are now finding a
vociferous voice, leading, in some cases, to violent confrontations. Although
orientated to the improvement of material and social conditions, such struggles
entail contests of values, meanings and rights, and thus raise critical questions of a
symbolic, cultural, epistemological, ethical and sometimes ontological nature.

While many of the characteristics of these ‘new’, non-hegemonic counter-
tendencies and voices may be rooted in earlier scenarios, recent commentators have



emphasised the extent to which the so-called ‘Global Age’ (Albrow 1996, 1997)
has shaped them. Hence, it is argued that much of what we now witness is
essentially ‘global’ in scope due to the accelerated flows of various commodities,
people, capital, technologies, sound-bites, images and knowledge via
heterogeneous networks that criss-cross national frontiers.

On the other hand, we should not be seduced into believing that global relations
and ideas have a uniform impact everywhere. To do so would be to fall into the
same trap as previous attempts at theorising social change, namely that of
formulating a general (or universal) theory that seeks to identify certain ‘driving
forces’ (e.g. the ‘laws’ of capitalist development or the ‘imperatives’ of modern
bureaucratic organisation), ‘prime movers’ (e.g. technological or economic factors),
or ‘cultural facilitators’ (e.g. religious asceticism or entrepreneurial rationalities).
Hence, it is crucial that we stand back from essentialist and reified interpretations
of global change, which assume rather than demonstrate the force and uniformity
of such change. It is also necessary to reject centrist and hegemonic modes of
analysis, since there is plenty of solid evidence that seemingly ‘peripheral’ or
‘subordinate’ groups may also have a major impact on the trajectories of global
change itself. Indeed, the predicaments encountered by so-called ‘weaker’ parties
or nations within a global context can have a domino effect on the stronger
members of the pack.

Discerning and interpreting these complex and interrelated processes is a
daunting task which will certainly constitute the core of any new research agenda
for well into the new millennium. In this chapter, I limit myself to identifying
certain key substantive and theoretical issues that will continue to present a major
challenge to anthropologists involved in studies of local/global development.

Globalisation: diversity not uniformity

As I emphasised above, we must not overlook issues of social heterogeneity. We
are in fact living in an increasingly diversified world which only has the trappings
of homogeneity. The revolution in information and communication technologies
has made the world look more uniform and interconnected. Yet even the most
sophisticated modern communication and media systems and the development of
integrated international commodity markets have not destroyed cultural, ethnic,
economic and political diversity. Indeed globalisation has generated a whole new
diversified pattern of responses at national, regional and local levels.

Awareness of such heterogeneity is reflected in the questioning, in certain policy
circles, of standardised solutions to problems of economic development,
employment and welfare, in favour of what are described as more flexible, localised
and ‘sustainable’ strategies. This shift implies, at least in public rhetoric, a greater
recognition of the strategic contribution that local knowledge, organisation and
participation can make to development. Concomitant with this is an apparent
decline of hierarchical and corporativist forms of organisation and the emergence
of new groupings and coalitions that delegitimise centralised political control and
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authority, thus reshaping power relations; although, at the same time, we must
remember that so-called ‘decentralised’ patterns of government may often mask
‘top-down’ measures aimed at reducing the administrative and financial burdens
of central government.

Alongside these trends is the swing back to ‘market-led’ development where the
language of ‘free enterprise’, ‘competition’ and ‘deregulation’ prevails, with the
consequent ‘pulling back’ or ‘withdrawal’ of state institutions. Once again, though,
we should not assume that liberalising and privatising strategies, spearheaded by
international bodies such as the World Bank and IMF, imply the end of
interventionist measures undertaken by the state. Indeed, the very implementation
of liberalisation policies requires a framework of state regulation, resources and
legitimacy, and the use of a persuasive political rhetoric aimed at mobilising people
and enrolling them in this new type of strategic thinking, seen dramatically in recent
events in Russia. Moreover, policy measures that address themselves to the
‘solution’ of pressing economic problems, often fall short precisely because they
fail to come to grips with the everyday practicalities and diverse modes of making
and defending a living. Thus strategic planning by government is always difficult
to realise successfully when faced by a myriad of local and regional adaptations, but
especially so when the political conditions militate against the state being able to
govern effectively and steer change. Many domains of state activity in fact
increasingly require international backing to function at all.

This problem of state ‘governability’ arises in part from the increased global
character of the relationships affecting various domains of human practice. Present
day geo-political transformations (such as the break-up of the Soviet Union and
Eastern Bloc countries and the establishment of new regions of co-operation like
the European Union and NAFTA, as well as the new agreements or
‘conditionalities’ concerning Third World development aid and trade) question
the sovereignty of nation-states, since their rights and obligations, their powers and
autonomy, are clearly challenged and redefined. Yet, the immense flows of capital,
goods, services, people, information, technologies, policies, ideas, images and
regulations that these changes imply are not organised from a few centres or blocs
of power, as World Systems theory might suggest (see Sklair 1991:33–4).
Transnational enterprises may have localised sites of operation (e.g. London, New
York, Tokyo and Hollywood) but they do not dominate their spheres of influence
and investment. Rather they must contest them with their competitors.

It is equally difficult then to think of the nation-state or the transnational
corporation as the appropriate power-container of important economic and social
relationships in the global political economy. Instead we must replace such a model
with that of global orders whose building blocks are groups and associations set
within multiple and overlapping networks of power. These various networks are
constantly reordering themselves in the face of changing global conditions. In doing
so they draw upon diverse local and extra-local resources and values, frequently
appealing to images of some new kind of ‘global’ scenario and ‘cosmopolitan’ civil
society.
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Such groups and associations include, not only international trade organisations,
financial corporations and newly emerging inter-state political alliances, but also
social movements where people group around pressing problems of a global nature.
The latter manifest themselves in the growing commitment to new ‘causes’ which
bring people together across the world— people of different nation-states and
cultures. For example, there are ‘green’ movements that address the issues of world-
wide pollution, degradation of the environment, depletion of natural resources and
the loss of genetic diversity among animal and plant populations. Social movements
have also sprung up around issues of health threats affecting the world population
at large (and especially vulnerable groups), such as the HIV/AIDS associations and
pressure groups; ‘alternative development’ associations; and groups that have
launched campaigns against transnational companies that have introduced what are
considered to be nutritionally ‘inappropriate’ products such as baby bottle-feed
formulas and Coca Cola to the poorer nations, as well as ‘inappropriate’
technologies promoting non-sustainable production methods and systems of labour
control that are oppressive.

Other examples include consumers’ associations (mostly based in the richer
countries) that try to protect consumer interests by pressing for better quality or
organically grown produce and more favourable prices; and farmers’ organisations
that seek to advance their own particular interests—sometimes at loggerheads with
each other (such as the French and British producers who have for a number of
years been locked into a pitched battle over European Union agricultural export
quotas, which led in one instance to the slaughtering of imported British sheep in
France), and occasionally mobilising across national boundaries in order to pursue
more global issues. Here, the problem of the modern food chain is a critical factor,
with transnationals and increasingly supermarkets making direct deals with
producer groups in Third World production zones in order to avoid state control
and standards (see Marsden & Arce 1993).

Other cases highlight certain shifts in the character of agrarian movements. Latin
America in particular has a long history of struggles by small producers and
agricultural labourers against landlords and local political bosses who monopolise
access to the most productive land and to crucial marketing and servicing channels.
But now we witness massive mobilisations of indigenous peoples. For example,
around the Amazonian rim we find several different groups fighting aggressively,
not just for rights to land (i.e. plots for cultivation or livestock rearing), but for
habitat rights (i.e. the right not to be disturbed by transnationals or ravaged by land
speculators, and the right to determine how natural resources should be utilised
and by whom). This struggle, of course, has a strong ethnic and human rights
dimension to it, which prompted the International Labour Organisation to become
involved in providing logistical support for the co-ordination of these Amazonian
groups. It also sparked off protest marches directed towards the national
governments of Bolivia and Ecuador by indigenous peoples who walked from the
eastern tropical lowlands to La Paz and Quito to present their cases. The 1994
outburst in Chiapas, which focused upon resistance to the Mexican State and its

186 EXPLORING LOCAL/GLOBAL TRANSFORMATIONS



free trade policies, took place on the day NAFTA was inaugurated and presents a
similar mix of issues embracing land, ethnicity, political repression and human
rights. This case is also notable for the rapidity with which the leaders of the uprising
were able to disseminate their manifesto detailing their complaints and demands:
almost as soon as they had taken their first offensive a statement from them appeared
on e-mail throughout the global electronic network.

Another interesting global initiative concerns the expansion of women’s and
feminist associations, to include women of diverse cultural and socio-political
backgrounds, leading in recent years to the holding of World Summits to share
experiences and to identity problems and areas for future strategic debate and
action. Finally, of course, we should not forget the example of the long-standing
Esperanto Association, which has been promoting Esperanto as a world language,
though somewhat unsuccessfully in the face of the accelerating spread of English.

As we stressed above, at the same time as these movements have been evolving
and flexing their muscles, so we have witnessed a re-ordering of power relations
due to a decline of hierarchical and corporativist modes of control. The interplay
of these two processes has generated a variety of dynamic and contingent situations,
which contain both the organisational potentials for the creation of new globally-
oriented coalitions of interest, as well as the possibilities of a fragmentation of
existing power domains. While the latter may lead to the opening up of new
political spaces, at least for some social groups, it may also heighten cultural and
political confrontation, resulting (in the worst of scenarios such as the Balkans, and
Rwanda-Zaire) in ethnic strife, civil war and societal breakdown.

Clearly, then, globalisation processes generate a whole new range of conditions
and socio-political responses at national, regional and local levels. These changes,
however, are not dictated by some supranational hegemonic power or simply
driven by international capitalist interests. Changing global conditions—whether
economic, political, cultural or environmental—are, as it were, ‘relocalised’ within
national, regional or local frameworks of knowledge and organisation which, in
turn, are constantly being reworked in interaction with the wider context. It is for
this reason that we need to study in detail the disembedding of localised ideas and
relations as they acquire global significance, and their re-embedding in specific
locales (cf. van der Ploeg 1992 who uses the notions of ‘internalisation’ and
‘relocalisation’ to describe this process). Such processes entail the emergence of
new identifications, alliances and struggles for space and power within specific
arenas.

People develop their own strategies to solve the problems they face through the
use of interpersonal networks, community or neighbourhood ties, church or
NGOs, and through an appeal to certain widely-accepted value positions, and they
may do this either individually or in groups. They do not merely respond to
programmes or services provided by ‘outside’ public or private interests; nor do
they simply react to distant market conditions. On the basis of ‘local’ knowledge,
organisation and values, they actively attempt to come to grips cognitively and
organisationally with ‘external’ circumstances, and in so doing the latter are
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mediated or transformed in some way (Long 1984, 1989; Long & Long 1992). And
in this manner, ‘states’, ‘transnationals’, ‘markets’, ‘technologies’ and ‘global images’
themselves become endowed with highly diverse and ‘localised’ sets of meanings
and practices.

Global transformations then present us with a range of heterogeneous processes
for analysis. These processes involve multiple levels, values and realities, and span
diverse local patterns of organisation and management of resources, regional
economic, political and cultural phenomena, intervening state and non-state
institutions, development programmes and representations, and global market,
political and cultural scenarios. At the core lie central issues concerning livelihoods,
organisational capacities and discourses, intervention measures and ideology. In
short, this is a complex drama about human needs, desires, organising practices,
power relations, skills and knowledge, authoritative discourses and institutions, and
the clash of different ways of attempting to order and transform the world.

The principal challenge for the researcher is to devise an analytical approach that
allows us to elucidate and analyse the construction of these many complex
discursive and social forms. Although one must recognise the need for topic-
specific concepts and methods, work at Wageningen has focused on elaborating
an actor-oriented approach to development, modernity and local/global issues.

In the sections that follow I outline some of the main concepts of this approach
and where possible show its relevance to the theme of local/global relations and
representations.

The centrality of actors’ perceptions and representations

An actor-oriented approach must begin with actor-defined issues or critical events,
whether defined by policy makers, researchers, intervening private or public agents
or local actors, and whatever the spatial, cultural, institutional and power domains
and arenas implicated. Such issues or events are, of course, often perceived, and
their implications interpreted, very differently by the various parties/actors
involved. Hence, from the outset one faces the dilemma of how to represent
problematic situations when there are multiple voices and contested ‘realities’. A
field of development is of course discursively constructed and delimited practically
by the language use and strategic actions of the various actors. How far consensus
is achieved over the definition of such a field or arena of contestation requires
empirical evidence. One should not assume a shared vision. Actors must work
towards such a common interpretation and there are always possibilities for
dissenting from it.2

It is assumed that all actors work—mostly implicitly rather than explicitly— with
beliefs about agency, that is, they articulate notions about relevant acting units and
the kinds of knowledgeability and capability they have vis-à-vis the world they live
in. This raises the question of how people’s perceptions of the actions and agency
of others shape their own behaviour. For example, local farmers may have reified
views about ‘the state’ or ‘the market’ as actors, which, irrespective of their dealings
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with individual government officials or market traders, may influence their
expectations of the outcomes of particular interventions. The same applies to the
attribution of motives to local actors, such as political bosses and village authorities.

The issue is how actors struggle to give meaning to their experiences through
an array of representations, images, cognitive understandings and emotional
responses. Though the repertoire of ‘sense-making’ filters and antennae will vary
considerably, such processes are to a degree framed by ‘shared’ cultural perceptions,
which are subject to reconstitution or transformation. Locally-situated cultures are
always, as it were, ‘put to the test’ as they encounter the less familiar or the strange.
An actor analysis must therefore address itself to the intricacies and dynamics of
relations between differing life-worlds and to processes of cultural construction. In
this way one aims to understand the production of heterogeneous cultural
phenomena and the outcomes of interaction between different representational
and discursive domains, thus mapping out what we might describe as a cartography
of cultural difference, power and authority.

But, since social life is composed of multiple realities, which are, as it were,
constructed and confirmed primarily through experience, this interest in culture
must be grounded methodologically in the detailed study of everyday life, in which
actors seek to grapple cognitively and organisationally with the problematic
situations they face. Hence, social perceptions, values and classifications must be
analysed in relation to interlocking experiences and social practices, not at the level
of general cultural schema or value abstractions. For example, the production of
commodities for global markets implies a whole range of value transformations,
not only in regard to the commodity chain itself (i.e. the analysis of ‘added value’
at the points of product transformation, commercialisation and consumption) but
also in terms of how such commoditisation impacts on the social values attributed
to other goods, relationships, livelihood activities, and forms of knowledge. In this
way, involvement in commodity chains may set off (but not determine) a number
of significant cultural transformations. In order to analyse these dimensions we must
reject a homogeneous or unitary concept of ‘culture’ (often implied when labelling
certain behaviour and sentiments as ‘tradition’) and embrace theoretically the
central issues of cultural repertoires, heterogeneity and ‘hybridity’. The concept of
cultural repertoire points to the ways in which various cultural ingredients (value
notions, types and fragments of discourses, organisational ideas, symbols and
ritualised procedures) are used and recombined in social practice, consciously or
otherwise; heterogeneity points to the generation and co-existence of multiple
social forms within the same context or same scenario of problem-solving which
offer alternative solutions to similar problems, thus underlining that living cultures
are necessarily multiple in the way in which they are enacted (cf. the concept of
polymorphic structures in the biological sciences3); and hybridity to the mixed
endproducts that arise out of the combining of different cultural ingredients and
repertoires. Of course there are certain inherent difficulties in the use of the term
‘hybridity’ to characterise contemporary patterns of change since, like bricolage, it
suggests the sticking together or strategic combining of cultural fragments rather
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than the active self-transforming nature of socio-cultural practice. In Chapter 10
of this volume, we have suggested the term ‘social mutation’ for such internally
generated and transforming processes.

Social domains and arenas: the question of constraints
and boundaries

In order to get to grips with encounters between life-worlds, we need to develop
a methodological approach to the study of domains and arenas in which
contestation over values and resources takes place. The concept of ‘domains’ helps
to identify areas of social life that are organised by reference to a central core or
cluster of values which, even if they are not perceived in exactly the same way by
everybody, are nevertheless recognised as a locus of certain ‘rules’, norms and values
implying a degree of social commitment. Examples include the domains of family,
market, state, community, production, and consumption, although, depending
upon the situation, particular domains will differ in their prominence, pervasiveness
or social significance. In this way ‘domains’ are central to understanding how social
ordering works, and to analysing how social and symbolic boundaries are created
and defended. The values and interests associated with particular domains become
especially visible and defined at points where domains are seen to impinge on each
other or come into conflict, that is, at the points of interface. Hence, domains
together with the notion of arenas—and how they are bounded—give us an
analytical handle on the kinds of constraints and enabling elements that shape actors’
choices and room for manoeuvre. Domains should not be conceptualised a priori
as cultural givens but as produced and transformed through the experiences shared
and the struggles that take place between actors of various sorts. Like the notion
of ‘symbolic boundaries’ enunciated by Cohen (1986:16), domains represent for
people some shared values that ‘absolve them from the need to explain themselves
to each other—[but] leaves them free to attach their own meanings to them.’

‘Arenas’ are social encounters or a series of situations in which contests over
issues, resources, values, and representations take place. That is, they are social and
spatial locations where actors confront each other, mobilise social relations and
deploy discursive and cultural means for the attainment of specific ends, including
that of perhaps simply remaining in the game. In the process actors may draw on
particular domains to support their interests, aims and dispositions. Arenas therefore
are either spaces in which contestation associated with different practices and values
of different domains takes place or they are spaces within a single domain where
attempts are made to resolve discrepancies in value interpretations and
incompatibilities between actors’ interests.

The concept of arena is especially important for identifying the actors and
mapping out the issues, resources and discourses entailed in particular situations of
disagreement or dispute. While the idea of ‘arena’ has an affinity to that of ‘forum’,
the latter carries with it the implication that the rules for debate are, in a sense,
already agreed upon, whereas contestation in an arena denotes discontinuities of
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values, norms and practices. Arena is especially useful when analysing development
projects and programmes since intervention processes consist of a complex set of
interlocking arenas of struggle, each characterised by specific constraints and
possibilities of manoeuvre (see Elwert & Bierschenk 1988).

We should not, however, assume that an actor analysis is primarily interested in
face-to-face confrontations or interactions or only in local situations, interests,
values and contests. Quite the opposite, since we are also interested in exploring
how ‘external’ or geographically distant actors, contexts and institutional frames
shape social processes, strategies and actions in localised settings. Moreover, local
situations, struggles or networks are often stretched out or projected spatially as
well as temporally to connect up with other distant, unknown—and sometimes
unknowable—social worlds. Very few social arenas in fact are self-contained and
separate from other arenas. Here the impact of modern communication and
information technologies has been crucial, since these allow for spontaneous,
technology-mediated interactions of global proportions, thereby underlining the
importance of developing analyses of interlocking arenas that go beyond earlier
territorialised conceptions of social space based, for example, on the dichotomies
of ‘rural-urban’, ‘centre-periphery’, or ‘nation-international order’.

From social drama to critical event analysis

These ideas of domain and arena can be extended to embrace the study of critical
events and issues. A useful forerunner of critical event analysis, which involves the
understanding of complex interlocking arenas, is the early work of Victor Turner
on ‘social dramas’. Turner first developed the notion of social drama for the analysis
of social conflict and dispute settlement in African village politics. This was applied
to a wide range of other types of dramatic situations by members of the Manchester
School, from struggles between trade unions and mine management to clashes
between town and village life styles and values, to larger scale disruptions in socio-
political arrangements. And it can also fruitfully be applied to the understanding of
critical events entailed in so-called ‘natural’ and ‘man-made’ disasters,

A central aspect of Turner’s original use of social drama is the disruption of an
existing set of social relations or breach of norms which occasions efforts to repair
the damage and restore social order or institute some new, negotiated social
arrangements. As Turner graphically puts it, focusing upon social dramas makes
transparent ‘the crucial principles of social structure in their operation, and their
relative dominance at successive points in time’ (Turner 1957:93). This enables
one to analyse the realignments in power relations consequent upon the struggles
that take place between specific individuals and groups (ibid: 131). Through careful
analysis of the set of ongoing relationships and situations in the conflict he is able
to demonstrate its mode of resolution. In this way he limits his study to localised
issues pertaining to contests over ‘traditional’ village headmanship and does not feel
the need to explore much the broader implications (in this case the key protagonist’s
exposure to town values and experience).4
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Social dramas that are more complex in scale and ramification can best be looked
at using a critical event approach. As an instructive example of this type of event,
one can consider the explosion at the Union Carbide chemical plant in Bhopal,
India, in 1984. The explosion affected many thousands of people who had nothing
to do with the industry or the Union Carbide company directly, and who received
none of the industry’s benefits. The accident and what followed over the short and
longer term enrolled a whole range of actors, spanning local, national and
international arenas around several normative and ethical domains and issues that
the disaster brought to the fore. These involved environmental effects, quality
control standards, the freedom of transnationals to flout national and international
agreements, the allocation of blame and accountability, the rights of the local labour
force, and levels of compensation for affected workers and town and village
residents, and a host of political ramifications that put the Indian State, regional
government, international bodies, Union Carbide, and the legal profession all, as
it were, ‘on trial’. In an interesting analysis of the Bhopal disaster, Veena Das (1995)
highlights the dynamic interplay of bureaucratic, scientific and judicial discourses
and images around the symbolisation of pain, victimisation, healing and
compensation.

As Das (1995) argues, this type of social drama can be described as a ‘critical
event’ because people were seriously confronted with the limitations of the set of
existing institutions and practices available for dealing with the many problems it
raised. Such events are often the result of institutional breakdowns, administrative
incompetence and/or a lack of political will to manage problematic or critical
situations, arising from a range of man-made and so-called natural calamities. They
include extreme forms of exploitation of people and resources, famine,
environmental degradation and (as in the recent Indonesian case) the wilful
destruction of forest lands, or political and ethnic conflicts that result in the
dismantling of the state and civil order.

Another example which I touched on earlier concerns the critical events
associated with the 1994 Zapatista uprising in Chiapas, Southern Mexico, and its
aftermath, where the Internet was used to propagate Zapatista views, to win wider
national and international support and to influence the negotiations taking place
between Zapatista leaders and government spokesmen. This complex situation,
now in its fifth year, has also generated a series of dramas involving struggles in
other social sectors of the Mexican population for better political representation,
or aimed at countering the detrimental effects of neoliberal policies.5 Through the
media and Internet many spatially dispersed actors are brought together as ‘virtual
communities’ that clearly exert influence on their members and play an increasingly
crucial role in the definition, representation and symbolisation of critical events.
International news correspondents, who immediately descended upon Chiapas,
and their network of colleagues via portable satellite connections throughout the
world, played an important role in profiling the conflict, and developed ploys to
keep the story on the front pages. One intriguing case of this was the craze for
Zapatista paraphernalia that erupted: they began writing about Zapatista dolls, pens,

192 EXPLORING LOCAL/GLOBAL TRANSFORMATIONS



T-shirts and other souvenirs. It is said that it was the correspondent for the Spanish
daily La Vanguardia who had suggested to an Indian street hawker selling
traditionally dressed dolls that she might sell more if she produced special Zapatista
dolls. Two days later the hawker turned up with the new merchandise, complete
with black Zapatista army ski masks (Oppenheimer 1996:29–30). Soon the wearing
of the black mask itself took on a wider comico-political significance throughout
Mexico as a general, unspoken symbol of protest against government.

The issue of ‘collective actors’

Starting with problematic or critical livelihood situations leads to a consideration
of the ways in which actors develop social strategies to cope with them. These
situated practices involve the management and co-ordination of sets of social
relations that carry with them various normative expectations and commitments,
as well as the deployment of technologies, resources, discourses, and texts in the
form of documents that likewise embody wider sets of meanings and social
relations.6 Also, as I indicated earlier, they frequently draw upon certain so-called
‘collective’ resources and symbols.

The designation ‘collective actor’ covers three distinct connotations, each
relevant to the understanding of social practice. The first sense is that of a coalition
of actors who, at least at a given moment, share some common definition of the
situation, or goals, interests, or values, and who agree, tacitly or explicitly, to pursue
certain courses of social action. Such a social actor or entity (e.g. networks of actors
or some sort of enterprise) can meaningfully be attributed with the power of
agency, that is the capacity to process experience, make decisions and to act upon
them. These collective actors may be informally or formally constituted and
spontaneously or strategically organised. Furthermore, as Adams (1975) has argued,
such operating units fall, broadly speaking, under one of two contrasting forms:
those that are characterised by a coordinate pattern of relations as against those that
are centralised. In the former, there is no central figure of authority, since the
individuals grant reciprocal rights to each other, while retaining the prerogative to
withdraw from the particular exchange relationships at their will. Here, networks
are more symmetrical in form but often have ambiguous and shifting boundaries.
On the other hand, in the centralised case, there are imbalances in the exchanges,
differences in access to strategic resources, and a degree of centralised control and
decision-making exercised by a central body or persons (and sometimes backed by
‘higher’ authorities) who claim to ‘represent’ the collectivity in its dealings.

The second sense of collective actor (or rather collectif) is that of an assemblage
of human, social, material, technical and textual elements that make up what Latour
(1994) and Callon & Law (1995) designate a ‘heterogeneous actor-network’. This
usage attempts to dissolve the ‘commonsense’ distinction between ‘things’ and
‘people’ by arguing that ‘purposeful action and intentionality are not properties of
objects, but neither are they properties of human actors. Rather, they are properties
of institutions, of collectifs’ (Verschoor 1997:27). That is, they are emergent effects
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generated by the interaction of both human and non-human components, not a
group of individuals who decide to join together in some common organisation.
Hence attempts to define collective social action without acknowledging the
constitutive role played by materials, texts and technologies fall short analytically
because they assume that collective social arrangements are simply the aggregated
outcome of the effective agencies and interests of the participating individuals. The
merit of this second interpretation of collective is twofold: it stresses the
heterogeneous make-up of organising practices founded upon enrolment strategies;
and it warns against individualist/reductionist interpretations of collective forms.7

The third meaning of collective actor recognises that social life is replete with
images, representations and categorisations of things, people and institutions, that
are assumed or pictured as somehow constituting a unitary acting whole, such as
‘the state’, ‘community’, ‘global markets’, and ‘the transnationals’, which are often
endowed with generalised (or collective) modes of agency that shape actors’
orientations and actions. But it would be wrong analytically to adopt these
reifications or ‘black-boxed’ entities as representing a primary grid for analysing
their complex interactions with each other or with similar collective ‘others’. The
principal reason for this is that although symbolic representations and
categorisations necessarily form part of an understanding of social practice—namely
in its discursive and pictorial dimensions—they should not be disconnected from
the pragmatics and semiotics of everyday life within which they are embedded and
acquire their social significance. Indeed, a major advantage of actor-oriented
analysis is that it aims to problematise such conceptions and interpretations through
an ethnographic study of how specific actors deal organisationally and cognitively
with the problematic situations they encounter.

All three kinds of collective actor—notwithstanding the probable
epistemological objections and reservations of Latour—have, I believe, a place in
actor-oriented analysis.

Organising processes: livelihoods, networks and social
interface

Social life encompasses both face-to-face and more ‘distanced’ relationships. The
types of social relationships range from inter-personal links based upon dyadic ties
(such as patron-client relations and involvement in certain types of transactions—
buyer-seller, producer-money lender, and client-ritual specialist, farmer-
extensionist etc.) to social and exchange networks of various kinds, to more
formally constituted groups and organisations where dimensions concerning legal
prescriptions, bureaucratic legitimacy and authority, and defined membership
criteria assume greater significance.

Central to the idea of networks and organising practices is the concept of
‘livelihood’. Livelihood best expresses the idea of individuals and groups striving
to make a living, attempting to meet their various consumption and economic
necessities, coping with uncertainties, responding to new opportunities, and
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choosing between different value positions. Studying livelihoods also entails
identifying the relevant social units and fields of activity: one should not prejudge
the issue, as many studies do, by fixing upon the more conventional anchorage
points for an analysis of economic life such as ‘the household’, ‘the local
community’, ‘the production sector’ or ‘commodity chain’. Indeed in many
situations confederations of households and wide-ranging interpersonal networks
embracing a wide variety of activities and cross-cutting so-called ‘rural’ and ‘urban’
contexts, as well as national frontiers, constitute the social fabric upon which
livelihoods and commodity flows are woven. In addition, we need to take account
of the normative and cultural dimensions of livelihoods, that is, we need to explore
the issue of life styles and the factors that shape them.

In this regard, Sandra Wallman (in her studies of households in Wandsworth,
London) makes an interesting contribution when she writes: ‘Livelihood is never
just a matter of finding or making shelter, transacting money, getting food to put
on the family table or to exchange on the market place. It is equally a matter of
ownership and circulation of information, the management of skills and
relationships, and the affirmation of personal significance [involving issues of self-
esteem] and group identity. The tasks of meeting obligations, of security, identity
and status, and organising time are as crucial to livelihood as bread and shelter’
(Wallman & Associates 1982). Hence, she adds to the three conventional categories
of material resources, labour and capital, three additional critical elements, namely
‘time’, ‘information’ and ‘identity’. The emphasis on the latter brings us to an
important, often neglected element, namely, the identity-constructing processes
inherent in the pursuit of livelihoods. This is especially relevant since livelihood
strategies entail the building of relationships with others whose life-worlds and
status may differ markedly.

Livelihood therefore implies value choice, status issues, identification with or
distantiation from other modes of living and types of social persons. It implies both
a synchronic pattern of relationships existing among a delimited number of persons
for solving livelihood problems or sustaining certain types of livelihoods, as well as
diachronic processes. The latter cover actors’ livelihood trajectories during their
life courses, the types of choices they identify and take, and the switches they make
between livelihood options. Livelihoods are both individually and jointly
constructed and represent patterns of shifting inter-dependencies.

While much organisational analysis focuses on formal rules and administrative
procedures, highlighting for example the ways in which state, company and
development agency rules and regulations shape the workings of organisations, an
actor perspective concentrates, among other things, on delineating everyday
organising and symbolising practices and the interlocking of actors’ projects.
Organisational networks entail overlapping domains and fuzzy boundaries. Thus
ordering processes are, as Law suggests, built upon strategic interests and
representations of self and other.

These various social and organisational practices function as a nexus of micro
and macro relations and representations, and often involve the development of
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‘interlocking actor projects’ that are crucial for understanding the articulation and
management of actor interests and life-worlds, as well as for the resolution of
conflicts. They constitute, that is, a ‘new’ or ‘reestablished’ field of enablement,
constraints and mutual sanctioning within which new embodiments of agency and
social action take shape (for further discussion of the concept of interlocking
projects and practices, see Long & van der Ploeg (1994, 1995).

In order to explore these issues in more depth it is useful to adopt an analysis of
interface situations, that is the critical points of intersection between multiple life-
worlds or domains where discontinuities exist based on discrepancies in values,
interests, knowledge and power. More concretely, they characterise social
situations wherein the relationships between actors become oriented around the
problem of devising ways of ‘bridging’, accommodating to, or contesting each
others’ different social and cognitive worlds. Interface analysis aims to elucidate the
types of social discontinuities present in such situations and to characterise the
different kinds of organisational and cultural forms that transform them (Long 1989;
Long & Long 1992).

Migration, globalisation and transnational networks8

In this final part of the chapter I look briefly at a topic involving local/global issues
in which the above actor concepts are central to understanding the social processes
involved. The topic centres on the construction and transformation of values,
livelihoods, and identities in the context of transnational migration—an
increasingly prominent and disquieting phenomenon in global political and
economic scenarios.

Previous studies of migration have tended to represent the flows of people to
new locations in terms of the adaptation or adjustment of new migrants to their
‘host’ societies, or they have offered a dualistic analysis of the interrelations of
peripheral places of origin and central places of destination. More recently,
migration flows have been reinterpreted as an integral feature of the global
economy, giving rise to new types of ‘nomadic’ peoples and to transnational
communities. Hence an essential aspect of the social life of ‘global nomads’ or
international migrants is the fact that their networks (‘real’ and ‘imagined’) reach
out into the wider realm of transnational space linking them not only to their places
of origin but also to compatriots living in widely dispersed locations. These
networks of persons and places are bound together through ‘collective’ memories
and images of a common place of origin, and possibly of places of migration and
having the sense of another identity—of being a nomad having empathy with all
other similar nomads.

Though it has been commonplace in much of the literature to depict these
migrant flows in terms of the emergence of new international divisions of labour,
a more interesting facet concerns the nature and development of particular
transnational networks of people and places. This demands an understanding of the
interlocking of ‘localised’, ‘transnational’, ‘nomadic’ and ‘hybrid’ experiences and
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also of how these constituent elements transmute into a new ‘globalised’ cultural
identity associated with ‘migrants on the move’. So far research has accorded only
minor attention to the dynamics of these inter-cultural processes and their
consequences.

This problematic is related to the broader issue of the emergence of globalised
cultures characterised by a continuous flow of ideas, information, values and tastes
mediated through mobile individuals, symbolic tokens and often electronic
simulations (Waters 1995). Such flows take place in culturally constructed social
fields and spaces that make possible new ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson 1991)
that are increasingly detached from fixed locations or territories. This phenomenon
indeed constitutes a major challenge for actor-oriented research since it throws into
question the implicit assumptions of some formulations—that domains and social
arenas coincide with delimited spatial and territorialised settings.

In the case of global migrants and refugees, their social lives are still tied to
particular notions of ‘place’ and ‘home community’, but these are reworked to
include a wide network of individuals and institutions physically located in very
different places (e.g. localities in Europe and the US, in city neighbourhoods and
villages, as well as in the community of origin). The precise constituency and
salience of the particular ‘imagined communities’ to which people belong, will, of
course, vary according to the geographical locations of the groups and individuals
involved, the relevant issues at hand, members’ accessibility in terms of
communication media, their visions of the future etc. Also family members back
in the home setting may themselves participate in these practices of constructing
‘imagined communities’.

Clearly these elements are central to understanding the life-worlds and
orientations of international migrants and refugees, but equally they are relevant
for returnees and for those who choose not to migrate, since the latter too are
exposed via interpersonal ties and media to such global forms. The flows of ‘home-
destined’ goods (such as taped music, garments, furniture styles, house decorations,
‘exotic’ posters, foreign mementos, family photographs etc.) carry with them
specific meanings and values associated with the migrants’ ‘global’ life-world. In
reverse, the flow of ‘migrant-destined’ goods and messages help keep migrants in
touch and for some they provide a strong anchor. This differentiated global space
provides a critical field for defining or crystallising new notions of ‘community’
and ‘belongingness’ that are now emerging within localities in many parts of the
world.

Another way in which migration is linked to globalisation is the diminished
capacity of nation-states to control the flow of people and goods across their
borders. Here, it is important to take account of the fact that migrant life-worlds
include encounters and avoidance of contact with various agencies of migration
control that seek to define eligibility of national citizenship and to regulate the
movement of ‘aliens’ in and out of national territories. Hence research on this topic
should include a study of those agencies involved in managing (controlling) the in-
flow of migrants and refugees seen from an organisational, legal-normative,
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brokerage and cultural point of view. Linked to this, is the exploration of how
precisely migrants enter national spaces illegally and how they find a place to live,
find work and establish themselves within an acceptable social environment with
which they can to some extent identify.

This has led to an interest in analysing the emergence of so-called transnational
migrant communities, and the associated practices of transnationalism (Appadurai
and Breckenridge 1988; Gupta 1992; Kearney 1991; Rouse 1991; Basch, Glick &
Szanton 1994). Transnationalism, however, should not imply that the nation-state
has ceased to be an important referent in the imagination of space or in the situated
practices of migrants, returnees and villagers. Instead, as Gupta (1992:63) argues,
the inscription of space in representations of the nation-state now occurs in a de-
territorialised way. Hence, notions of belonging and ‘citizenship’ become harnessed
less to the idea of a particular national political system than to ethnic identities that
transcend borders and to imagined notions of place and home (such as a specific
village or Andean valley); and they often take shape under the influence of global
debates (launched by new social and ethnic movements).

The other face of contemporary population movements is the displacement of
people due to socio-political violence and the consequent dislocation of economic
life and livelihood patterns. In the aftermath of violent conflict, many elements are
reconfigured: relations of power, techniques of government, modes of
organisation, livelihoods, identities and collective memories, and the relations
between people and places. Displaced groups are often reluctant to return to their
villages and regions of origin after the cessation of hostilities, and if they do they
often reconstruct their lives on the basis of new values, desires and organisational
assets or deficits. Frequently they continue to depend on support networks and
patterns of aid and resources assembled during their period of exile; and some
returnees never in fact fully return. Instead they live within ‘multiple realities’
where, if they have the necessary strategic skills and knowledge, they can access a
wide range of livelihood options, which continue to tie them to both their places
of origin and of exile. Other less fortunate individuals or households, of course,
may become trapped cognitively and emotionally in the traumas of violence and
displacement and be unable effectively to rebuild their lives.

Seen from another point of view, such former conflict-ridden areas become
frontiers where new battles are fought out between the engaging parties involved
in the reconstruction process, represented by the state, international development
agencies, political groupings and various local actors and families. A characteristic
of these situations is the emergence of unstable tactical alliances and the continuous
clash and transformation of interests, priorities and worldviews. If solutions are to
be negotiated between the opposing parties then careful analysis is required to
reveal the rhythm and dynamics of the various social, cultural and political
reconfigurations that take place.

Given the increasing vulnerabilities of many populations in the face of global
economic change and political violence, the analysis of differing scenarios and
outcomes of global networks, transnational migration and the movement of
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displaced persons will continue for the foreseeable future to be major topics for
research. These processes raise critical issues concerning the viability of certain types
of livelihoods and modes of organisation, and address fundamental questions about
people changing their cultural identifications and social relations in what looks like
being an increasingly diverse and complex world.

Notes

1 This chapter is an amalgamation and revision of two recent papers: Long 1996 and
Long 1997. I would like to thank Alberto Arce and Ann Long for suggesting how I
might achieve this, and Ann for helping me to finally edit the version.

2 See Mongbo 1995 for a detailed analysis of this process in a programme of agricultural
development in Benin.

3 In biology, polymorphism denotes situations in which two or more variants of a
species co-exist. An intriguing example is that of the African Papilio dardanus butterfly,
whose females mimic in colour and wing patterning several other species. This
heterogeneity protects them from certain predators who mistake them for other,
nasty-tasting butterflies, giving them a better chance of survival.

4 In fairness to Turner, one should note that he applies a more wide-ranging and
historical approach to the analysis of social dramas in his later studies of political and
religious movements (see Turner 1974; also Moore 1986).

5 The rising was timed to coincide with the inauguration of the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) which was the lynch-pin of the new package of neo-
liberal measures introduced by the Salinas government.

6 Thus, as both Latour (1987) and Appadurai (1986) argue—though from different
theoretical standpoints—a sociology of social action necessitates a sociology and
epistemology of things (see also Miller 1987).

7 This Latourian position is not without its conceptual and epistemological
shortcomings. See endnote 13, Chapter 1, for a brief account of these.

8 A project on this theme is presently being undertaken in respect to the central
highlands of Peru under the co-ordination of myself and Pieter de Vries (Wageningen,
the Netherlands), Teófilo Altamirano (Catholic University, Lima, Peru) and Moshe
Shokheid (Tel-Aviv University, Israel).
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