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Markus Messling & Jonas Tinius
On Minor Universality

Abstract: Our contribution seeks to render intelligible minor forms of a world-con-
sciousness generated through social and cultural practices. Departing from Zineb
Sedira’s installation “Dreams Have No Titles” for the French Pavilion of the 2022 Ven-
ice Biennale and concluding with our project’s research exhibition “The Pregnant
Oyster: Doubts on Universalism” at Berlin’s Haus der Kulturen der Welt, we discuss
how narrative forms (beyond the book) produce experiences of a shared world. Shift-
ing from an understanding of universality as effect of the universal in particular
worlds, we return to the epistemological proposal of the microstoria (Ginzburg, Levi,
Revel) to inverse this relation. In doing so, we suggest the concept of a minor univer-
sality, by which we describe the genesis of a universal consciousness from concrete
contexts. Our notion mobilises Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the minor through
their engagement with Franz Kafka. We draw on it to address the Algerian anti-colo-
nial struggle and the practice of sonic radio resistance described in Frantz Fanon’s
“This is the Voice of Free Algeria”. Not captured through the binary of power/resis-
tance, minority/majority, ours/yours, the minor produces instead a potentiality for
change, for the not-yet, which foreshadows and intuits a new humanity.

Keywords: universalism, decolonisation, Mediterranean internationalism, Venice
Bienniale, exhibition-making, narrative, microstoria, truth-procedure, Alain Bad-
iou, Gilles Deleuze, Frantz Fanon, Giovanni Levi, Zineb Zedira

Minor literature is completely different; its cramped space forces each individual intrigue
to connect immediately to politics. The individual concern thus becomes all the more neces-
sary, indispensable, magnified, because a whole other story is vibrating within it. (Deleuze
and Guattari 1986 [1975], 17)

Note: Research that led to the publication of this book chapter was supported by the project “Minor
Universality. Narrative World Productions After Western Universalism”, which received funding from
the European Research Council (ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innova-
tion programme (Grant no. 819931).

Translated by Michael Thomas Taylor
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2 —— Markus Messling & Jonas Tinius

1 The dream of humanity?

“The Milk of Dreams” is the motto chosen by the Venice Biennale 2022 for its ex-
ploration of how human existence is being transformed. Its title borrowed from
Leonora Carrington’s eponymous book, the international exhibition aims to show-
case artistic interrogations of what it means to live together on one planet. Keenly
aware of a viral world crisis, confronted by the disenchantment that now attends
technological progress, and powerlessness in the face of a pandemic of our own
making, the Biennale is asking art to respond to the most existential form of the
anthropological question: What does it mean to be human, in the shadow of hu-
manity’s destruction and exploitation of the nonhuman world? Or more radically:
“What would life look like without us?” (Alemani 2022, 47).

The question touches upon a universal awareness of our humanity, of the
shared experience of living on one planet — our only planet — in the face of its
possible destruction. This is an awareness that the multifaceted Biennale seeks to
capture and articulate — in the universalist tradition of world exhibitions - as the
state of human history. Such a perspective has long claimed to be the pinnacle of
the global cultural field: a view of the whole, both encapsulated and broken down
within national pavilions that appear to resist any further abstraction — did uni-
versalist modernism not ultimately result from a universalisation of nations? This
is a perspective that has repeatedly claimed to allow us to see and hear the Other,
to see and hear those who have been silenced and rendered unseen, and which
thus repeatedly comes up against the dilemma formulated by Horkheimer and
Adorno - that the capitalist cultural industry has long since understood how to
co-opt forms of resistance.' Can something “minor” be expressed in such a world
exhibition, through such a view of the world?* Can this context give rise to

1 See the seminal chapter on the “culture industry” in Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of En-
lightenment (2002 [1944]: 94-137); also Adorno (2009 [1957]). Boltanski and Chiapello describe how
“the new spirit of capitalism”, as they title their book (2005 [1999]), “incorporated much of the
artistic critique that flourished at the end of the 1960s” (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005 [1999]: 419),
along with its desire for liberation, autonomy, and authenticity. This leads them to speak of “the
inherent ambiguity of critique: even in the case of the most radical movements, it shares ‘some-
thing” with what it seeks to criticize” (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005 [1999]: 40). What they see
emerging is what they term the “spirit of capitalism”: “precisely the set of beliefs associated with
the capitalist order that helps to justify this order and, by legitimising them, to sustain the forms
of action and predispositions compatible with it” (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005 [1999]: 10).

2 The title of our introduction departs from an understanding of the minor, which builds on the
writing of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. For them, it is literature — and specifically, the writ-
ings of Franz Kafka — that serves as a starting point for their theory of the “minor”, as a form of
community mediated in language. In this introduction, we aim to mobilise this term deliberately
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Figure 1: Installation View, Les réves n’ont pas de titre / Dreams have no titles, Zineb Sedira, French
Pavilion, Venice Biennale 2022. Credit: Markus Messling.

something that disturbs our shared sense of history and, precisely in this way,
thinks the world as a space of shared experience?

In the French pavilion of the Biennale, one finds a rectangular display case re-
sembling a large aquarium (Figure 1).2 It contains a miniature of a living room made
of cardboard, fully furnished with a fireplace, armchairs, a sofa table, houseplants,
and bookshelves. The floor is covered with oriental carpets, where a female figure
stands, recognisable upon closer inspection as a photograph of the artist Zineb Sed-
ira. Slightly receding into the background, she occupies the vanishing point of the
scene even as she gazes right back at us. The entire tableau vivant is in the style of

for modes of narration beyond the book, beyond literature, indeed beyond the canon of written
texts that ultimately constitute what we are calling “minor universality”: shared experiences and
consciousness of the “world” and its horizons that emerge from concrete narrative practices. Or
to quote Deleuze and Guattari: such narration is the “whole other story [. . .] vibrating within it”
(Deleuze and Guattari 1986 [1975]: 17).

3 We are very grateful to Zineb Sedira for permitting us to print our photos of her work in this
context.



4 —— Markus Messling & Jonas Tinius

late-sixties and early-seventies decor, with overly bright, pop art posters on the walls,
red seat cushions, records, small objects, and other ornaments. At first glance, all of
it has the look of a charming dollhouse, a piece of self-reassuring kitsch from an
idealised age. Does this installation present us with the intérieur of a society that has
been seized, time and time again, by the desire to exhibit its culture? Does it mean to
embody the “nation universaliste”? Stepping into the main room of the pavilion, one
has precisely this impression, because the overall scenario immediately evokes a
feel-good cliché: an old-time bar (it’s hard not to think of the “fabulous” world of

Figure 2: Installation View, Les réves n’ont pas de titre / Dreams have no titles, Zineb Sedira, French
Pavilion, Venice Biennale 2022. Credit: Markus Messling.
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Amélie Poulain), with film reels and movie scenes, advertising posters from the post-
war Orangina age. “Dreams Have No Titles” is the shimmering slogan from an old
movie theatre billboard from which Sedira’s installation takes its name.*

The oversized spotlight directed at the display case, though, creates distance;
it marks the scene as staged and casts all of it in a different light (Figure 2). Only
then does one notice the cameras all around, the monitors and spotlights, the fact
that the entire installation is designed as a film set. If we arrived as passive on-
lookers, we now become active observers challenged to look more closely. In a
play of multiple mises en abyme, Sedira guides us to an utterly different story.

We are the ones now inside the display case. One of the pavilion’s side rooms is
furnished just like the dollhouse, as if this little scene offered a set of building blocks
for real life (Figure 3). In the same spot where the cardboard figure of the artist stood
just a moment ago, we now find ourselves in the middle of a living room. This is a
play with scales. The aquarium-like microcosm that seemed to represent Zineb Sedi-

Figure 3: Installation View, Les réves n’ont pas de titre / Dreams have no titles, Zineb Sedira, French
Pavilion, Venice Biennale 2022. Credit: Markus Messling.

4 Le fabuleux destin d’Amélie Poulain, film directed by Jean-Pierre Jeunet, Paris 2001.
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ra’s individual story becomes that of our own, or at least we are suddenly implicated
in this world. And now, as we inspect its features, we begin to see so many details
that provoke so many questions. There are photos of Algerian landscapes hanging on
the walls, alongside family photos and a potpourri of film posters, many of them of
Arabic origin, such as the poster for Le doute mortel (The Murderer’s Suspicion, 1953)
by the Egyptian director Ezz el-Din Zulfikar, whose work deeply influenced Arabic
cinema. Wooden elephants serve as book stands, mixed in with African masks. There
are records by the Algerian singer Zoubida and by the American Bob Destiny, the
actor and musician who taught at the Théatre National Algérien in the late 1960s and
early 1970s. And of course there is the library, with editions of Présence africaine and
the work of Frantz Fanon alongside Sartre and Lacan, with Detalmo Pirzio-Biroli’s
Révolution culturelle africaine, James R. Hooker’s Black Revolutionary, and Guy Hen-
nebelle’s Chroniques de la naissance du cinéma algérien (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Installation View, Les réves n’ont pas de titre / Dreams have no titles, Zineb Sedira, French
Pavilion, Venice Biennale 2022. Credit: Markus Messling.

The ensemble of references points to the revolutions, upheavals, and reorganisa-
tion of societies in the processes of decolonisation — and to the period of political
freedom following Algerian independence that promised such great hope, espe-
cially for many African societies. At the same time, it illustrates the change in the
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concept of culture itself that was brought about primarily by music and film.®
This altered concept is characterised by an ambivalent relationship to the new
possibilities of film — because of course we have also been left with a cinema of
“la douce France”, a tradition that produced imagery for the new, bourgeois
world of the “Trente Glorieuses”, the 30 golden years (1945-1975); and at times
this cinema reduced the colonial question to mere kitsch. The many film reels
piled up to fill the main room invoke cinema itself as a myth of French post-war

Figure 5: Cinema Installation View, Les réves n’ont pas de titre / Dreams have no titles, Zineb Sedira,
French Pavilion, Venice Biennale 2022. Credit: Jonas Tinius.

5 “What we call pop - pop music, pop philosophy, pop writing — Worterflucht [sic]. To make use
of the polylingualism of one’s own language, to make a minor or intensive use of it, to oppose the
oppressed quality of this language to its oppressive quality, to find points of nonculture or
under-development, linguistic Third World zones by which a language can escape, an animal en-
ters into things, an assemblage comes into play” (Deleuze and Guattari 1985, 26f.). See also the
influential work of Hall and Whannel (2018 [1965]).
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modernism.® Yet the very structure of myth implies that we are meant to see, like
Oedipus who has lost his sight, only after the tragedy. It is only in remembering
that we understand.

A minor detail opens the path for what has been repressed to penetrate into the
living room like a spectre. In the space at the rear, behind the scene, is where the
dead lie — where we find an empty coffin staring back at us (Figure 5), “filled” with
associations evoked in references taken from Visconti’s film adaptation (1967) of
L’Etranger by Albert Camus (1942) — a novel that tells the story of the senseless mur-
der of an unnamed Arab person by the callous French Algerian Meursault. Motifs of
alienation from the world, and of the weight of guilt, steal back into the mind. Hence,
the question remains: Whose dead do we mourn? Who lies in the coffin? The
beholder is invited to the wake. Two chairs stand by the casket: one seat for France
and one for Algeria? For the Algeria that France was so keen to assimilate that it
carved the country up into French departments, and which became the place where
France finally destroyed its own universalistic ideals with brutal violence.

Rather than simply reviving the myth of French cinema, then, Zineb Sedira re-
interprets it in a new form by telling us the story of an intellectual opening and a
cinematic avant-garde located between Algeria, the Maghreb more widely, France,
and Italy. This story encompasses Pontecorvo’s Bataille d’Alger (1966), Visconti’s Lo
straniero (1967), and Lorenzini’s Les mains libres (1964), along with so many Alger-
ian films that have largely been forgotten and to which Zineb Sedira also gives a
material presence via the stack of film reels in the adjoining rooms. Yet what she
emphasises is not the historical lines running between enemies and blocs: instead,
she leaves us standing within a symbolic remake of an age of internationalism, in
which hope was born for a humanity that might finally be worthy of this name.

Orhan Pamuk, in assembling his Istanbul Museum of Innocence (2012), program-
matically rejected the institution’s grand representational gestures. His installation
focuses instead on the similarity of emotions and experiences that, when integrated
into a narrative, make it possible to experience a wholeness shared by all. In it, ex-
periences of objects and emotions make intensities of shared life present and point
toward the common grounds of human gestures:

What we feel when we open the curtains to let the sunlight in, when we wait for an elevator
that refuses to arrive, when we enter a room for the first time, when we brush our teeth,
when we hear the sound of thunder, when we smile at someone we hate, when we fall
asleep in the shade of a tree — our sensations are both similar to and different from those of

6 With essays on the Romans in film, Greta Garbo, and Charlie Chaplin in his influential Mytho-
logies (2009 [1957]), Roland Barthes ultimately elevated cinema itself from a producer of myths to
the very myth of post-war society.
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other people. The similarities allow us to imagine the whole of mankind through literature
[. . .] (Pamuk 2010, 49).

Stylistically, too, Zineb Sedira’s work evokes Pamuk’s museum. She stages a scene
that invites its visitors to explore performatively the possibilities of what it opens
up: the power that art and other productions of culture possess — and for Sedira,
this especially means film — to make connections between individual lives and a
universal question, and thus to make possible an experience of universality from
within a historically situated position. This kind of consciousness emerges from
concrete contexts, in processes of remembering and translating — processes of re-
pairing or even of making reparations. They aim thus toward a universal ideal of
humanity — toward hope, solidarity, and shared human community. And it is this
consciousness that we call “minor universality”.

2 Micro-cracks and macro-cuts

A brief excursus into the German translation of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari
can help us to articulare more precisely what we mean, since the notion of minor
that they develop in their reading of Kafka, and which we cited in our epigraph
above, is stubbornly translated in German as “klein” — meaning “little” or “small”.
“Fur eine Kkleine Literatur” — “Toward a small literature” — is the book’s subtitle in
German. But this isn’t quite what “minor” means.” Of course, “minor” as used by
Deleuze and Guattari also refers to a small, even micro frame of reference; it per-
tains to concrete situatedness, to the embodiment and enactment of a certain kind
of speech that estranges the standard use of speech, escapes it. Still, “minor” for
them primarily denotes literature which has not yet been adopted into the canon,
has not yet entered into the main currents of social and cultural discourse, but
which rather “speaks” from another place and thus takes shape in a different use

7 On this point, see the commentary by the German translator Burkhart Kroeber (Deleuze and Guat-
tari 2019 [1975]: 24). “In French, this is not petite littérature, but a more capacious phrase: littérature
mineure (as opposed to the grand, recognised, well-established littérature majeure). To indicate this
richness of meaning, as a makeshift solution Kafka’s characterisation of ‘klein’ will be furnished with
a gloss of ‘minder’ [lesser/minor] or placed in quotation marks.” — On the back cover of a 1980 collec-
tion of Gilles Deleuze’s essays published in German by Merve Verlag under the title Kleine Schriften
[Small writings], the following list appears vertically: “little, mini, lesser, low, minor, measly, minori-
tarian, inferior, underage, immature, idiotically, secondary, subordinate, mine worker, pioneer,
minelayer, fiz. mineur” (in the original: ,klein, mini, minder, gering, niedrig, Moll, mickrig, minoritar,
minderwertig, minderjahrig, unmiindig, schwachsinnig, zweitrangig, Untergebener, Bergarbeiter,
Pionier, Mienenleger, firz. mineur.”) We thank Cord Riechelmann for the hint.
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of language and form. It denotes a literature which has not yet been polished by
the weight of custom, or which even stands in its way as a counter-discourse;
which is perhaps nothing more than a murmuring or rushing sound that is gradu-
ally perceived like a sub-tone, or like noise. This is a sound, though, that can also
infiltrate a more dominant frequency to appear not as foreign, as coming from out-
side, but as itself bound to the dominant tone, that even expresses itself in this
dominant language or form. When Deleuze and Guattari attribute to a minor use of
language a “high coefficient of deterritorialization” (Deleuze and Guattari (1986
[1975], 16), this does not exhaust itself in the mobility, migration, or displacement of
the writer or speaker; the use of language itself can change within a given language
or aesthetic form, create variation, introduce deviation, depart from received gram-
mar. Such variations of language — “linguistic action” (Bogue 2005, 132) — are forms
of grappling with conventions, labels, and, ultimately therefore engagements with
power relations. Interestingly, they act not in an entirely different language, but
parasitically. Major and minor do not denote two different languages, but “two
usages or functions of language” (Deleuze and Guattari (1987 [1980], 104). “In this
sense, the minor both compels obedience and opens passages” (Parr 2005, 164).

This is how, for instance, Kafka inscribes his own way of articulating into Ger-
man, which may seem unremarkable at first but in fact entails taking a position
vis-a-vis an authority — as a sign of a “minor becoming” (Deleuze and Parnet 2007
[1977], 124-125). It was Deleuze and Guattari (1986 [1975]) who showed that Kafka’s
language, his writing, is a “becoming” which no longer signifies primarily through
meaningful references but through effects of alienation, that tends more toward
making it possible to experience the intensity of a position than references to the
world that can be completely deciphered. In this case of Kafka’s relationship to au-
thority, they argue, the complexity of this relating lies in the fact that Kafka does
not - indeed could not — rise up in an oedipal fashion against his father, but rather
that he counterposes his own weakness to that of his father precisely because he has
understood that the father is already in a position of symbolic disempowerment: as a
Jew who moved from the Czech countryside to the German-dominated city of Prague,
Kafka’s father finds himself permanently displaced (one aspect of what Deleuze and
Guattari call “deterritorialization”). What Kafka seeks, as they argue against a classi-
cal psychoanalytic interpretation, is not to assert himself against the father’s genera-
tion but to find a “way out”. This “line of escape” finds a subversive form in Kafka’s
language, which is a “machine” of metamorphosis, an undermining of sense, a whis-
tling and a coughing and a whining (Deleuze and Guattari 1986 [1975], 7, 21).2

8 In this respect, one must ask whether Deleuze and Guattari are implicated in the critique that
is the foundation for Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s analysis of whether the subaltern can speak,



On Minor Universality =— 11

That a rushing sound of this kind, a tinnitus in the ears of society, can develop
to become a powerful, penetrating tone — one that speaks with truth, as though the
reality of world had only just been grasped — is what Kafka’s literature revealed in
dispatching its disruptive commentary into the faltering modernity of the Habsbhurg
Empire and of (Imperial) Germany. For Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka’s literature
stands precisely for a kind of “minor” that does not exist independently of or outside
the dominant forms of expression, but nests within them and creates, from and
within them, another form of consciousness. The “minor” is accordingly not to be
misunderstood as an alternative in a binary of either/or, minority/majority; rather,
it is to be grasped as a form of co-dependent opposition, a footnote, a variation that
does not exist without a given unmarked standard. It is not to be essentially reduced
to statistics or to identities either. It is possible to belong to a majority in a given
context and yet not be the supposed norm:

Minority and majority are not only quantitatively opposed. Majority implies an ideal constant,
a standard measure against which it is marked and evaluated. Let’s assume this constant or
measure was human-white-western-male-adult-reasonable-heterosexual-city-dweller-speaker of
a standard language (as Ulysses in Joyce or Ezra Pound). Obviously, the “human” is in the
majority, even if he is less numerous than the mosquitos, children, women, blacks, peasants,
homosexuals etc . . . The majority presupposes a juridical relation and a relation of gover-
nance, and not the other way around (Deleuze 1980, 27).

The minor describes a form of relating, a capacity for change, for escape, for the
not-yet, for potentiality. In this sense, it is a political, collective, and perhaps uto-
pian use of language, since it conjures up a “people to come” (Deleuze 1997 [1993],
90). Hence it can be most readily thought in relation to what is normative or axi-
omatic, to the standard that enforces homogeneity. “Micro-cracks are also collec-
tive, no less than macro-cuts are personal” (Deleuze and Guattari 1986 [1975], 127).

In “This is the Voice of Algeria” (1965 [1959]), Frantz Fanon describes such col-
lective “micro-cracks” as appropriating the normative language and media of
French colonial power in order to find a disruptive Algerian frequency of liberation —

in which she accuses Deleuze and Foucault’s thinking of indirectly reintroducing the European
concept of the subject that they themselves criticise (Spivak 1988, 271-272). For Deleuze and Guat-
tari, “marginalization”, processes of “becoming small”, or the production of unknown intensity
are namely the prerequisite for any literature that effects a change by making it possible to feel
something that cannot yet be said otherwise (Deleuze and Guattari 1986 [1975]: 18, 27). They
therefore draw a line from Kafka to Artaud and Céline, and to Proust and Joyce. Moreover, one
might even suggest that the very idea of “speaking” is undermined by their suggestion that the
becoming-animal in Kafka’s writing is no longer about anthropocentric forms of expressions, but
takes on other forms of articulation. On the problem of the relations between critiques of repre-
sentation, singularity, and universality in literature, see Messling (2021).
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and of a solidarity that unfolds precisely within these dominant forms. The Algerian
resistance, Fanon notes, exploited the French medium of radio, which was “essen-
tially the instrument of colonial society and its values” (Fanon 1965 [1959], 69). In the
years leading up the Algerian War of Independence (1954-1962), radio sets were not
adopted by the Algerian society, since they threatened traditional types of sociability.
Moreover, as Fanon points out: “For a European to own a radio is of course to partic-
ipate in the eternal round of Western petty-bourgeois ownership” (Fanon 1965 [1959],
71). For the French occupies, “the radio reminds the settler of the reality of colonial
power and, by its very existence, dispenses safety, serenity” (Fanon 1965 [1959], 71).
The radio, in other words, was a system of colonial information and civilising stan-
dard, presumed to maintain a regime of power and keep the colonial situation safe
and sane. “Algerian society, the dominated society, never participates in this world
of signs”, Fanon (1965 [1959], 73) notes. Just before the Algerian War, this radically
changed. On 1 November 1954, when Algeria joined the anti-colonialist Maghreb
Front, radio sets were acquired. “The Algerian who read in the occupier’s face the
increasing bankruptcy of colonialism felt the compelling and vital need to be in-
formed” (Fanon 1965 [1959], 75). It was at this moment that the Algerians organised
themselves in the medium of the French occupation. This created fear, disruption.
“The European, after 1954, knew that something was being hidden from him”
(Fanon 1965 [1959], 78). Inarticulate bursts of madness undermined their safety fur-
ther; “Individuals in a fit of aberration would lose control of themselves. They
would be seen dashing down a street [. . .], shouting, ‘Long live independent Alge-
rial We’ve won! (Fanon 1965 [1959], 78). These moments of interruption led to an
anxiety, because the French didn’t know anymore how these news spread, whether
they were true, or not. By the end of 1956, Algerians bought radio receivers, and
time tracts, broadcasting schedules, and wavelengths were distributed “announcing
the existence of a Voice of Free Algeria” (Fanon 1965 [1959], 82). The medium of
occupation became a medium of opposition, its function deterritorialised, its acts
political, and its horizon the creation of a community to-come: “Since 1956, the pur-
chase of a radio in Algeria has meant, not the adoption of a modern technique for
getting news, but the obtaining of access to the only means of entering into commu-
nication with the Revolution, of living with it” (Fanon 1965 [1959], 82).

The French realised this, prohibited radio — even battery — sales. They shifted to
engage in “sound-wave warfare” (Fanon 1965 [1959], 5), as they detected wave lengths
of resistance, jammed the programmes, and rendered the Voice of Fighting Algeria
temporarily inaudible. The medium of power became itself a battleground through
the introduction of a minor function. The resistance distributed new wavelengths,
Algerians tuning in for periods of two to three hours. Over the course of one broad-
cast, frequencies shifted several times. The French operator might have caught a
glimpse of the Voice of Fighting Algeria. The bits of news that got through were
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distributed by word-of-mouth, retold and distributed. “Imperfectly heard, obscured
by an incessant jamming, forced to change wave lengths two or three times in the
course of a broadcast, the Voice of Fighting Algeria could hardly ever be heard from
beginning to end. It was a choppy, broken voice” (Fanon 1965 [1959], 86).

La Voix de U'Algérie libre et combattante (“Sawt El Djazair el hourra el mouka-
fiha”) thus itself became a medium of battle, within the language of power. Liberation,
as Fanon has shown in his phenomenological analysis, not only means inscription
into the dominant medium, but always, too, an emphasis on what is one’s own, on the
negation of the opponent and the discourse of struggle:

The natives’ challenge to the colonial world is not a rational confrontation of points of view.
It is not a treatise on the universal, but the untidy affirmation of an original idea pro-
pounded as an absolute. The colonial world is a Manichean world (Fanon 1963 [1961], 41).

The radio of the Liberation Front speaks in its own language — both symbolically
and more concretely in Arabic and not (only) in French. The radio is thus trans-
formed from a weapon of repression to the disruptive noise of self-assertion, yet of
the demographic majority battling colonial hegemony with view to a political com-
munity that was in the process of becoming. “Under these conditions, claiming to
have heard the Voice of Algeria was [. . .] above all the occasion to proclaim one’s
clandestine participation in the essence of the Revolution” (Fanon 1963 [1961], 87).
Sedira’s installation in the French pavilion aptly echoes this repression, as a protag-
onist reads passages from Fanon’s A Dying Colonialism 1965 [1959] — yet another
mise en abyme that allows us look behind the scenes built by violence (Figure 6).

Fanon thereby gained an unadorned view of a painful dilemma: “Illuminated
by violence, the consciousness of the people rebels against any pacification” (Fanon
1963 [1961], 94). Yet any repair of the self, any self-reparations, are only a first step
toward a new social order. “It is true to say that independence has brought moral
compensation [in French: réparation morale] to colonised peoples, and has estab-
lished their dignity. But they have not yet had time to elaborate a society, or to
build up and affirm values” (Fanon 1963 [1961], 81). In this context, then, processes
of resistance related to liberation, in which the fronts are clear even as they inter-
sect and are deterritorialised, are particularly interesting, because this is where so-
lidarities become visible that lie beyond the self. In his essay “This is the Voice of
Algeria”, Fanon, too, is interested in the subtle appropriations that allow a minor
position to insert itself into a dominant discourse by co-opting language: during the
Algerian War, he argues, buying leftist, anti-colonial French dailies served to sow
further insecurity, adding to the choppy voice of Fighting Algeria. Hence French
society itself became an accomplice to Algerian independence:
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Figure 6: Coffin Installation View, Les réves n’ont pas de titre / Dreams have no titles, Zineb Sedira,
French Pavilion, Venice Biennale 2022. Credit: Jonas Tinius.

For the Algerian to ask for L’Express, L’Humanité, or Le Monde was tantamount to publicly
confessing — as likely as not to a police informer — his allegiance to the Revolution; it was in
any case an unguarded indication that he had reservations as to the official, or “colonialist”
news; it meant manifesting his willingness to make himself conspicuous; for the kiosk
dealer it was the unqualified affirmation by that Algerian of solidarity with the Revolution.
The purchase of such a newspaper was thus considered to be a nationalist act. Hence it
quickly became a dangerous act. Every time the Algerian asked for one of these newspapers,
the kiosk dealer, who represented the occupier, would regard it as an expression of nation-
alism, equivalent to an act of war. Because they were now really committed to activities
vital to the Revolution, or out of understandable prudence, if one bears in mind the wave of
xenophobia created by the French settlers in 1955, Algerian adults soon formed the habit of
getting young Algerians to buy these newspapers. It took only a few weeks for this new
“trick” to be discovered. After a certain period, the newsdealers refused to sell L’Express,
L’Humanité, and Libération to minors. Adults were then reduced to coming out into the
open or else to falling back on L’Echo d’Alger. It was at this point that the political director-
ate of the Revolution gave orders to boycott the Algerian local press (Fanon 2002 [1961], 81).

With Fanon, we find the threads stretching out across the Mediterranean that
also made possible the cinema of the 1960s and 1970s — the art in which Zineb
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Sedira finds hope for a new internationalism and a world bound together in soli-
darity, a world that joins both Mediterranean coasts into one horizon.’

In this sense, the term “minor universality” may at first seem like an internal
contradiction: minor and yet universal. But it is precisely the initial bewilderment
provoked by these seemingly paradoxical processes and connections that motivates
this book — because horizons of universality that make connections, that remain
open to experience or take shape in imagination, arise not (only) through standard-
ising and totalising processes. History has certainly known a consciousness of
world “from above”, created through missionary work and power. Western univer-
salism has set the mould here,"® while also demonstrating its own implosion. Uni-
versality, we know, cannot be based on exclusion, but must always also think the
minor, lest it lose integrity and collapse. This is exactly why the Marseillaise was
sung by the slaves who had been freed in the Haitian Revolution: it is the liberation
of those who have been oppressed in the name of freedom that promises the libera-
tion of humanity." We can think “a universal figure of minoritarian consciousness
as becoming”, and in doing so, we need to turn to fields and “forces of becoming
that are other than those of juridical relation or a relation of governance” (Deleuze
1980, 29).2% In this respect, the attitude that conceives of the demand for freedom
from a minor position is not only a reaction, an anti-thesis, to Western universal-
ism; it aims at something more fundamental, at something that invents its own re-
sources in articulating the idea of humanity and freedom.

Julia Christ has attempted to categorise the historical forms in which critiques
of universalism have been articulated as attempts to address the concept’s political
and social “blind spots”. She defines a first category as a “reconfiguration of the
universal we try to achieve, through the particularities that the universal reinte-
grates”; this universalism aims to integrate what has not yet been considered into
the existing concept of the universal. A second category, by contrast, refuses to in-
clude the particular and instead demands an “alternative universal”, a kind of
counter-universal that begins with what universalism declares to be particular.

9 Deleuze and Guattari speak tellingly of Kafka’s “own third world” or his “own desert” — a pro-
cess of marginalization even within “great (or established) literature” — as the only place where
narrative has the power to enunciate collectives (Deleuze and Guattari 1986 [1975]: 18).

10 See also Wallerstein (2006, 1-29) and, on the violence inherent in a functionalist European
rationalism, of course, still Horkheimer and Adorno (2002 [1944]).

11 On this historical tension, see Buck-Morss (2009) and also Hofmann and Messling (2021).

12 Lila Abu-Lughod’s ethnography Veiled Sentiments. Honor and Poetry in a Bedouin Society
(1986) offers a rich account of poetic forms of expression that articulate otherwise hidden and
sanctioned narratives in a context of patriarchal authority; ones which show how a minor con-
sciousness, a minor community to-come can be formed and enacted within fields otherwise
marked by hegemony.
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And finally, she defines a third category which does not think unity from above,
but is “structurally generated — and thus horizontally constructed — by certain dis-
tinctive oppositions relevant to the thought” (Christ 2021, 13-25). Creating relevance
out of such fundamental contradictions is the task taken up by critical universal-
ism. And it is Christ’s third category of critique that we have also taken up as our
task, as a project that emphasises both a future creation of the universal, of the
normative, out of concrete tensions, and the production and experience of the rele-
vance this claims. The “minor” is thus no site or identity that can be fixed, but a
relationship to the dominant standard that governs adaptation, just as thinking,
producing, and demanding universality from within the minor is no relativistic ges-
ture that would exhaust itself in reclaiming, pluralising, or provincialising Western,
Northern modernity."® Nor is it a process of re-juxtaposition, of re-canonisation fol-
lowing de-canonisation, or of simple re-territorialisation. Minor universality in-
stead describes narratives that arise from a position embedded within a concrete
situation, from unexpected social intensities, variations of standard expression, or
from a particularised enunciation, to develop a power for our ability to conceive of
“world” and of humanity, — and for our desires and obligations to do so (Messling
2019; 2023). Against the experience of violence that threatens and divides society, it
is precisely from similar concrete minor practices and fields, which witnessed and
incorporated the forces of destruction, that we derive our urgence and hope for a
new universalism. Analytically speaking, this is the experience, which contempo-
rary cultural practices seek to produce, since this is the way, it seems to us, that
Zineb Sedira conceives her time of hope.

3 Universality after universalism

Hope is a driving force in the emergence of European universalism. In his book
on Saint Paul: The Foundation of Universalism (2003 [1977]), Alain Badiou invokes
Paul’s doctrine of faith precisely to emphasise the groundlessness of the univer-
sal. Reformulating what at first seems to be a paradox — namely, a groundlessness
in the face of a belief — Badiou argues that for Paul, the pre-Christian religious
law shapes the universal as a specific way of life whose observance aims at salva-
tion after life. But faith in love, Badiou continues, as expressed in Christ’s

13 Anthropologist James Laidlaw discusses cultural relativism as “an incoherent solution to a
non-existent problem” (2014, 24), suggesting that “either the claim that all truths are relative ap-
plies to itself, in which case it is only relatively true, or it doesn’t, in which case there is at least
one non-relative truth” (2014, 26).
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resurrection, is what gives birth to the hope of overcoming death in life (Badiou
2003 [1977], 81-92). Badiou elaborates that for Paul, what is significant is thus not
any interpretation of death and resurrection, a way of explaining what the event
means, but rather a “truth procedure” (Badiou 2003 [1977], 84), it is about faith in
the event itself — “love is precisely fidelity to the Christ-event” (Badiou 2003 [1977],
90). Faith in this event nevertheless needs to be publicly confessed, because the
subjective experience of the truth is the same as the truth itself: “Truth is either
militant or it is not” (Badiou 2003 [1977], 88).

What Alain Badiou proposes with his interpretation of Paul is thus not an un-
derstanding of truth that we could describe through interpretation, but a theory
of epistemic form: it is only in the event that truth shows itself, and it is only faith
in truth as an event that endows truth with power. For Badiou, however, this
truth also reflects something universal: the fact that it equally encompasses all
human beings (Badiou 2003 [1977], 76). What is decisive here is the direction of
the movement: this is a universalism that comes from above. It is only because
the event — the overcoming of death — transcends any form of particularity that it
can be universal. What matters for Badiou here is the difference between the par-
ticularity that emerges from cultural and religious forms of life, and a singularity.
No universal can arise from particularity, he argues, because particularity must
determine the one truth according to its own contents and rules (in the same way
that a religion determines its own conception of God). Singularity for Badiou is by
contrast the transformation of the individual that comes from believing in the
event, for it is precisely in believing that an individual becomes part of the uni-
versal and experiences their determination as part of the human community
(Badiou 2003 [1977], 96-97).

The strength of this “Pauline universalism” therefore lies in the fact that it can
cut through particular communities and reconnect human beings to truth that tran-
scends particular limits. In a way, this also provides an explanation for the histori-
cal success of early Christianity throughout the Mediterranean. In 1977, in his first
chapter on “Paul, Our Contemporary”, Badiou emphasised the power of this idea to
shape community as an answer to the identity politics of Jean-Marie Le Pen’s radi-
cal right-wing party:

Although himself a Roman citizen, and proud of it, Paul will never allow any legal categories
to identify the Christian subject. Slaves, women, people of every profession and nationality
will therefore be admitted without restriction or privilege. As for ideological generality, it is
obviously represented by the philosophical and moral discourse of the Greeks. Paul will es-
tablish a resolute distance to this discourse, which is for him the counterpoise to a conserva-
tive vision of Jewish law. Ultimately, it is a case of mobilizing a universal singularity both
against the prevailing abstractions (legal then, economic now), and against communitarian
or particularist claims (Badiou 2003 [1977], 13-14).
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Badiou’s book suggests a formation of the universal that in some ways repeats
within the great upheavals of modernity. One might say: 1789 is above all the
event of postulating human rights, and its legitimacy stems from a faith that this
truth will prevail. “Universalism” would thus be a Western experience of truth,
closely tied to monotheism — to the idea of the One God - that has nevertheless
been universalisable since Paul. And yet what is also clear is that the significance
of any transcendent truth is bound up with the specific ways in which it can be
realised in different forms of life, in laws and social practices. The early Christian
idea of living in faith and love so that this truth prevail is, after all, a specific ex-
perience shaped by a belief that the Last Judgment is nigh, which may appear to
be insufficient in the context of enduring social structures where action requires
long-term, institutional justification. In societies without any expectation of di-
vine justice, what is needed are processes for identifying the universal, for articu-
lating it as law and social practice, and this leads to particularisations. But this
generates precisely those attributions that might link human rights to specific
prerogatives, rights, or privileges, and that tie their unrestricted validity to eco-
nomic, social, and political conditions. No sooner did the French Revolution claim
to fulfil a mission in the name of humanity by spreading human rights than its
revolutionary wars became wars of conquest that yoked this mission to a pro-
gram of domination. Now, as Immanuel Wallerstein (2006) has shown, the univer-
sal was to be founded from within the cultural particularity of its origins, giving
rise to the ideology of universalism, as an “ism”, that justifies domination.

Faced with the fact that life thus always embeds the universal within a social
context that particularises it, microhistory, as a method, has elevated the relation-
ship between the concrete, specific case and the general, singling it out as a problem
in its own right. And in doing so, it has also given the question of truth a new, schol-
arly cast, by asking about the method of its production (Messling 2020). Two funda-
mental aspects are relevant here.

On the one hand, this approach reverses the truth procedure by addressing the
general from a concrete context. The general, which historiography poses as a
question about an epistemic order of the world, is thereby compelled to acquire
new plausibility at the micro-level. We find this exemplified in how generalised as-
sumptions about early modern peoples’ view of the world are challenged in the
case of the miller Menocchio in Carlo Ginzburg’s The Cheese and the Worms (2013
[1976]). The miller Menocchio was not the least bit convinced of the divine order
preached by the church, to which he opposed his own, entirely “realistic” idea of
life. His fate opens a rift in our homogeneous conception of the estate-based early
modern social order, and our understanding of how “simple” people in the late
Middle Ages understood their world. Menocchio’s particular, concrete understand-
ing of world stands here before us as an obstacle, as a methodological challenge,
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for even if the question posed to contexts like his can be generalised, his individual
case cannot. For Carlo Ginzburg, this necessitated comparison with the work of
anthropologists and their rejection of ethnocentrism, which led him to “the minute
analysis of a circumscribed documentation, tied to a person who was otherwise un-
known” (Ginzburg 1993, 22). Aptly describing this approach, Ginzburg notes that by
“reducing the scale of observation, that which for another scholar could have been
a simple footnote in a hypothetical monograph on the Protestant Reformation in
Friuli was turned into a book” (Ginzburg 1993, 22)."*

On the other hand, however, this reversal of perspective does not obscure the
fact that the universal horizon is postulated here as a series of questions: it is the
horizon that makes it possible to play with these different scales; it allows the par-
ticular to appear in the light of perspective (Revel 1996). If the universal in Badiou’s
work finds its true power precisely in this sense, that is to say, as the event whose
identity cannot be determined, then this also applies structurally to an approach
such as microhistory, which begins by considering the particular. For while the
concrete becomes all the more visible in the question of the general, the universal
also becomes visible within the particular, and this happens by virtue of the fact
that a question is posed to the particular from within a universally valid frame-
work. The very act of addressing a human horizon thus holds an epistemological
power. When experienced individually, as happens in moments of solidarity or lib-
eration from the confines of restricted worlds, this act can indeed retain the char-
acter of an event.”

14 At the conference “Universalismes, hégémonies et identités”, which we organised in March 2022
as part of the ERC project “Minor Universality”, in cooperation with Leyla Dakhli and Mohamed Ker-
rou at the Académie tunisienne des sciences, des lettres et des arts (Beit al-Hikma) in Carthage, Gio-
vanni Levi therefore insisted that the hermeneutic cultural and social sciences are not “sciences” in a
strict sense, meaning they cannot generalise what is particular or specific. Rather, they offer plausible
reasons for a general understanding. See https://www.beitalhikma.tn/fr/colloque-universalismes-he
gemonies-et-identites-17-18-mars-2022/ (last accessed 23 October 2022). See also Levi (2018).

15 Little could demonstrate this more clearly than the narrative through which Levi grounds an
interview with the ERC team (ERC Minor Universality 2020). In a short village in the Piedmontese
alps, to which the Levi family fled to escape deportation from the Nazis, and where Giovanni’s
father joins forces with Leone Ginzburg, the father of Carlo Ginzburg, and the partisans, the
young Giovanni digs out a medal from the cracks of a villa road through which Napoléon Bona-
parte sent his loyal freedom fighters his “derniére pensée” from Saint Helena. In this story,
which Giovanni Levi recounted to Markus Messling and Franck Hofmann in Venice in March
2023, rests, in nuce, the narrative of a humane resistance against the violence of National-Socialism,
of a personal engagement, and thus the inner tension of microstoria (on this, see the forthcoming
publication of our interview in volume 5 of the series Beyond Universalism. Studies on the
Contemporary).


https://www.beitalhikma.tn/fr/colloque-universalismes-hegemonies-et-identites-17-18-mars-2022/
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For a question of the universal that is thus transformed - in a secular age — into
an epistemological problem, the narrative processes that are employed to interlink
and weigh these various levels plays a central role. Ginzburg writes of The Cheese
and the Worms that it “does not restrict itself to the reconstruction of an individual
event; it narrates it” (Ginzburg 1993, 23). Out of the concrete contexts in which we
seek the universal, this event becomes visible through procedures concerned with
shaping perspective, establishing narrative stance, or extending the narrative.
Tzvetan Todorov, for instance, noted of Roland Barthes’s late autobiographical
trilogy Roland Barthes, par Roland Barthes (1975), Fragments d’un discours
amoureux (1977), and La chambre claire (1980) that Barthes’ aim was not to de-
velop a subjective perspective from any first-person form:

It was necessary, in order not to impose his truth upon others, to limit the field of applica-
tion of his statements to the minimum: to himself. Thereby he did not necessarily opt for
the subjective to the detriment of the objective; I am tempted to say: quite the contrary; for
the “objective” is frequently no more than a personal fantasy, whereas to speak of oneself
consists precisely in making oneself an object. Nor did he opt for the singular to the detri-
ment of the universal: here again, the collective for which one commonly authorizes oneself
to speak is often no more than a fiction; and Barthes’ final trilogy is certainly the most uni-
versal of all his writings (Todorov 1981, 453).

That is to say: for Todorov, the individuality that is most firmly situated in a
place, and that is most specific, also appears most powerfully as universal. This is,
on the one hand, because rather than simulate any kind of universality that
would ultimately do nothing more than incorporate or annex the particular, it
stands - in its idiosyncratic character — as the truest (most universal) representa-
tion of the particular. And on the other hand, it points in its very particularity
most forcefully to the tension it must overcome in moving toward generality. It
thus points to the universal, while simultaneously displacing this target.

For this reason, it makes sense not to think of universality as a scaled category
or as an analytical level of aggregation, but rather to consider it from the perspective
of concrete, embodied human experiences, within the spectrum of relations to the
world. By “experience” we understand a process of directed formation of meaning
(in a critical recourse to Husserl 1991). Considered phenomenologically, experience of
a universal horizon is consequently a precondition for specific forms of appropriat-
ing reality, each time specifically incorporated in one’s habitus and translated into
language. If the experience itself is “invisible”, it emerges, in language, as aware-
ness, as practice.

Disengaging with ‘classical’, particularly Hegelian, aesthetics, the analysis of
culture often distances itself from the claim that analysing narratives also means
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analysing a form of consciousness.'® This skepticism is justified insofar as it rejects
problematic presuppositions of the philosophy of spirit (Geistphilosophie). Our re-
flections on minor universality, however, assume that narratives express con-
sciousness. This is not a “pure” consciousness in an idealistic sense, but one that is
always already embodied in the processes of linguistically formulating concrete,
material, social, political, and emotional factors. Consciousness is thus based here
on a concept of narration which integrates the body that we are (Leib, not Korper).

Four aspects are decisive in these acts of “translation”: 1) embodied experience
as linked to social practices; 2) language as a medium for producing “world”; 3) nar-
ration; and 4) the transposition of narrative structures to material forms of produc-
ing “world”, including such diverse forms as (oral and written) texts, cultural
forums, and architecture.

First, in our apprehension of the world, biographical and cultural elements
are always embodied. Hence experiences are always already related to the world
and historically profound. When they are translated into language, a specific atti-
tude toward reality and a specific production of the world emerges out of this
embodiment. On the one hand, this is created in narration and can be described
in aesthetic terms (Ranciére 2000). And on the other hand, experiences in and of
the social context through which a subject lives unfold narrative dimensions be-
yond the written text and induce practices which structure social life (Bourdieu
1984 [1979]). Perception, practice, and experience are situated in “the socially in-
formed body” (Csordas 1990, 7; see also Mauss 2013 [1934]). As Tomas Csordas puts
it, with reference to Bourdieu’s notion of practice: “if we begin with the lived
world of perceptual phenomena, our bodies are not objects to us. Quite the con-
trary, they are an integral part of the perceiving subject” (Csordas 1990, 36). To
understand how world is produced through the embodied and the situated, is to
return a crucial capacity to experience.

Second, language is the medium of producing the world in which experiences
attain awareness. We must consider that the natural languages (in the sense of
French langue, not langage) necessarily produce “world” by expressing the world
in a certain way, and not in another. We no longer understand this world-making
in the deep hermeneutic sense as developed from Romantic thought (Trabant
1990), but in the sense that languages “colour” a perspective on the world, that is,
they enable us to grasp the world in a historically and structurally specific way
(Deutscher 2011; Trabant 2014). Languages thus possess a historical, semantic,

16 Today, for example, it is hard to think of Goethe’s Faust as a representative of “the German
spirit”, a generaliseable German consciousness of being in history. Both the late Adorno and the
movement of deconstruction have permanently shaken the notion of a suspension of subjectivity
in generalised conceptual discourse and of the identity of thought and world.
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poetic surplus and never completely fuse together. Understanding that languages,
individually and collectively, cannot be translated without loss or surplus into
other languages, opens a relation to a cognitive position implying a universal un-
derstanding beyond the monolingual experience. This position does not exist
a priori; it is only gained and incarnated within this constellation: it constitutes
an understanding that both languages do not fully grasp a concept but exceed it
in semantic determination; that both address a “third”, virtual concept, which re-
fers to the universal core of understanding. The idea of “non-translatability” (Cas-
sin 2014) therefore does not entail imprisonment in relativistic understandings of
culture and human articulation. To the contrary, it means that we take a position
“beyond”, where the process of translation has already taken place. Against this
backdrop the capacity to translate proves to be the art of dealing with difficulties,
allowing for the invention of a new “monde commun” (Cassin 2016, 9). And multi-
lingualism proves to play a central role in the complexity of the world and for the
question of what constitutes a shared horizon (Diagne 2014, 2022).

And yet, instrumental translation in a wider sense may also be a hindrance to a
joint universal concern. In Prisoners of Freedom (2006), his study of foreign aid and
human rights activism in Malawi and Zambia, Harri Englund has shown how trans-
lation of ostensibly universal notions, such as human rights, came to be defined in
particular ways, steered by the rhetoric and interests of foreign donors and creditors.
Through his fieldwork with foreign NGOs and local legal volunteers, Englund reveals
how “human rights discourse — even as it asserts that all individuals are equals — can
be deprived of its democratising potential and made to serve particular interests in
society” (Englund 2006, 49). As he observes: “translation as a cultural and political
process” can hamper the “situational characteristic” of human rights mobilisation,
“obscured by human rights activists’ commitment to abstraction and universalism”
(Englund 2006, 49).

Third, if Tim Parks’s answer to the polemic question of whether we really need
stories is negative, he admits that there is nothing which shapes subjectivity more
than narrations since the concept of self on which it is based is both unavoidable
and essentially in need of explanation. Any explaining terminology, he argues, in
itself already contains narratives (Parks 2015, 3-8). This declaration is true for sub-
jects as much as for cultural collectives, organisations, or institutions (Mattingly
2013; Tinius 2018). Narrations are historically formed and subject to a multifarious
dynamics. This becomes obvious even in the meta-narration of Western universal-
ism itself. Narrations are not “simple” verbal processes. They are rather constitutive
of identity and can materialise socially as reality (Koschorke 2018, 24). In narrations,
forms of producing the world become manifest.

Lastly, this becomes particularly evident in the constitutive elements of muse-
ums — architecture, curating, and collections — and more so in such museums that
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lay claim to represent “world” and encompass difference; hence in these fields of
knowledge production and those cultural practices from which we departed in this
introduction and to which we now wish to return. The creation of museums with
such scope have been caught up since the nineteenth century in processes of man-
aging, assembling, and creating differences of every imaginable kind and therefore
in creating a kind of similarity, or the sense of a universal claim (Bennett 1995, Mac-
donald 2016). This is not just the case for ethnographic and anthropological muse-
ums; even if these have co-constituted the méta-récit of (imperial) modernity more
than any other (Amselle 2016, Penny 2002). The post-literary narrative dimension of
museums extends both outwards (from their collections to their exhibitions and ar-
chitectures) and inwards (from universal ambition to situated provenance investi-
gations), depending on their interpretation, use, and construction (Macleod, Hanks,
and Hale 2012, Martinez-Turek and Sommer-Sieghart 2009, Tinius and Zinnenburg
Carroll 2020). The work taking place within them — collections management, prove-
nance research, and the practice of curating — form part of their three-dimensional
poetic and political narratives (Lidchi 1997, Macdonald 2022, Oswald and Tinius
2022, Savoy 2022). The curatorial work of assembling universal museum collections
is a constant practice of witnessing the constructions and destructions of worlds.
Their architectural narratives, too, are no less caught up in the friction between the
global or universal horizons they create, and the particular places in whose narra-
tives universal museums are entangled, which may variously take on or be refused
by their concrete contexts (Raad 2014, Tinius 2020, Tschumi and Cheng 2003, Yar-
row 2019). The “constructed narratives” (Adjaye 2016) of their architecture pertain
not just to the buildings; they are also entangled with the interests, interpretations,
and refusals that visitors bring. As material creations within the symbolic con-
struction of cultures and societies, (universal museum) architecture is an ex-
pression of epochal consciousness and, as a practice, also an instrument of its
fashioning (see Hofmann 2017). Taken together, narratives in museums — and
the forms of “world” that they engender — allow for a host of questions to be
opened about their possibilities in thinking shared and divided humanity.
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4 In our present: A search

“Minor universality” is (also) a research project. It was conceived and launched
in Berlin to then find a home in Saarbriicken.”” This shift is emblematic of the
underlying concept that defines its structure — of a universality that is no longer
understood to mean the universalisation of the centre. The centre of our project
is now the peripheral area between Germany and France — a region that consid-
ers itself to be the “heart of Europe”, even though its infrastructure and social
status belong more to Europe’s margins. Yet the project was also funded by the
European Research Council, that is to say, from the political centre of the Euro-
pean Union in Brussels. Hence it was all the more important that the project de-
velop multi-polar ways of thinking its paths and aims — that right from the start it
fashions its epistemological framework in concert with partners in Mexico, Tunis,
Hong Kong — and beyond. When the project first got going, it seemed important
to us to emphasise human horizons and to rethink universality in a moment that
increasingly sees identity as something inherent to the self and closed off, as
something that limits and isolates the (collective) self. Today, this concern seems
more urgent than ever.

This would mean that the problem of constructing “world” in the aftermath of
Western universalism is also an attempt to find a common scholarly narrative. The
idea was to structure our methods and insights from the very beginning together
with horizons of knowledge and experience that lay beyond our own. But our at-
tempt to realise a multi-polar research project based on a common narrative that we
developed in coming together and exchanging our experiences and ideas — that is to
say, a narrative that would be concrete, embodied, and shared — repeatedly failed in
an almost symbolic way. The list of our unsuccessful attempts to bring people to-
gether is long, as is that of the reasons why: borders closed by the pandemic; delays
of a work visa; overworked immigration authorities; Fiktionsbhescheinigungen, as
they are called in German (literally: “certificates of fiction”) — an immigration status
that confers an unsatisfactory kind of residency, allowing an international re-
searcher, for instance, to remain in the country while prohibiting international
travel; delays in visas being issued and related travel restrictions to international
conferences for non-European participants; cancellation of project meetings, con-
ferences, and get-togethers; interruptions of field research; and not least personal
troubles and health problems, long Covid, and pandemic-related deaths.

The further the project progressed, the clearer it became that these problems
were not acute individual cases, isolated failures, or simply bad luck, but that they

17 See https://www.uni-saarland.de/forschen/minor-universality.html (last accessed 22 December 2022).
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corresponded to the systematically produced asymmetries of our world. In 2020,
Achille Mbembe posed the question of a “universal right to breathe” (“le droit uni-
versel a la respiration”), which evidently resonates with the racist violence against
George Floyd (“I cannot breathe”):

If, indeed, Covid-19 is the spectacular expression of the planetary impasse in which human-
ity finds itself today, then it is a matter of no less than reconstructing a habitable Earth to
give all of us the breath of life. We must reclaim the lungs of our world with a view to forg-
ing new ground. Humankind and biosphere are one. Alone, humanity has no future. Are we
capable of rediscovering that each of us belongs to the same species, that we have an indi-
visible bond with all life? Perhaps that is the question — the very last — before we draw our
last dying breath (Mbembe 2021).

As the world’s nations compare the statistics that track their rising and falling cases
of Covid, engendering a competition among countries of the Global North, the same
international solidarity that rushes forth united against Russia’s war of aggression in
Ukraine seems to vanish when it comes to open patents and ties to the Global South.
Globalisation and a universalist consciousness of “world” are not one and the same.
Neither capitalism nor a functionalist concept of freedom, the identitarian reinter-
pretation of particularity and situatedness, or the nationally shaped global-Western
world order have produced a convincing new awareness of humanity in the void left
by modernity’s great universalisms (secular monotheism, liberalism, Marxism). In-
stead, the Western world — finding itself unable to breathe (Mbembe 2021), while
once again locked in confrontation with post-Soviet imperial power, united along the
borders of communist ecumenism — is now searching for a unifying narrative that
cannot be found. The West is no longer — can no longer be thought and enacted as —
monolithically synonymous with universalistic ideals of freedom, equality, and fra-
ternity as human solidarity. But not only in the West, critical reflection on a post-
universalist self-understanding has aimed to fill this vacuum with an identitarian
relativism, conversely giving rise to new forms of identitarian self-assurances char-
acterised by nativism, identity politics rooted in anti-modernist essentialisms, neo-
fascism, and racist ideology. Faced with this relativism, universalist arguments are
the strongest we have. David Scott put it aptly when he described this tension as
inherently instable and uncertain:

It is a moment when hitherto established and authoritative conceptual paradigms and political
projects (those defined in relation to Marxism and cultural nationalism, for instance, or various
admixtures of nationalism and socialism, and so on) seem no longer adequate to the tasks of the
present, and when, at the same time, new paradigms and projects have yet to assert themselves
fully in the place of the old. These essays inhabit, in other words, a sort of Gramscian interreg-
num, a transitional moment that I shall characterize as “after postcoloniality” (Scott 1999, 10).
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As part of our Minor Universality initiative, we are exploring various practices
and media that claim to seek and collectively fashion narratives from locations
beyond these responses to critiques of universalism, beyond relativism and iden-
titarian particularism. We aim to understand how a new consciousness of univer-
sality is now tentatively being produced in contemporary social practices and
cultural expressions such as oral transmissions and narrations of the self, litera-
tures and archives, films and festivals, or curatorial spaces and museums. Such
narration tries to think what we share by attending to small things, minor things — to
produce “world” from experiences that always remain concrete. Constantly moving
between the scales of the individual and the whole, each individual project has grap-
pled with the problems that face multi-polar attempts to conceive of “world” from a
minor position, and with the urgency of this political endeavour. This is apparent
even with the publishing of this volume itself. The fact that it can appear open access,
funded by the European Union, allows its ideas to be disseminated free of cost,
worldwide. And yet this opportunity also means a problem is emerging: funding an
open-access book, which is increasingly becoming the standard of scholarship and
thus constitutive for the dominant, officially defined discourse of “excellence”, re-
mains a privilege available to but a few, often Western, research projects.

What these difficulties indicate is that we may not want any longer to derive
a commonly conceived universality from any philosophical a priori, but from con-
crete projects and situations. One such concrete practice that was fundamental to
our project is that of artistic production and curatorial work in, at, and beyond
the museum. From the beginning, the project has sought to incorporate artistic
research and practice as a form of narration into our collaborative work, as an
epistemological and aesthetic displacement of specific scientific modes and forms
of thought. This was why we developed an artist residency as part of the project,
selecting seven artists with various aesthetic approaches in the fall of 2020 to join
our dialogue in two residencies each in June and September 2021 at the House of
World Cultures (HKW) in Berlin. In June 2021 we travelled with all the artists to
Athens, and in March 2022 to Tunis, where we held research colloquia and semi-
nars with the Académie de Carthage (“Beit al-Hikma”) and the Centre des arts vi-
vants de Radés. These residencies were accompanied by an attempt to think
about and experience the decentring of epistemological production in our re-
search project from the point of view — and in the language and form of - artistic
practice. These artists’ work foregrounded concrete, embodied, acoustic, and
shaped aspects of narration and its forms.'®

18 We were delighted that these artists accepted our invitation to cooperate: the writers Camille
de Toledo and Adania Shibli, the multimedia artist Emeka Ogboh, the filmmaker Filipa César, and
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Figure 7: Congress Hall Berlin, 18 May 1980, Credit: Herbert Orth. Public Domain.

The positions developed by our artistic residencies derived from situated
forms of doubt and from engaging with dominant forms of discourse through the
minor; they share an urgency to work with the birth of a world within the ruins
of the former West. And in speaking of ruins, we do not use the term metaphori-
cally or playfully (see Figure 7). The artists were invited to respond, react, or alto-
gether develop their own minor practices in response to the exhibition space,
chosen to be the central auditorium of the former Congress Hall, now Haus der
Kulturen der Welt (HKW) in Berlin. This space is laden with historical and con-
temporary significance pertinent to our project, since it was gifted to West Berlin
by the United States as a token of the country’s commitment to liberty, liberalism,
modernism, and the “free world”. However, when the free-floating modernist
roof of the Congress Hall collapsed in 1980, a Western symbol of US universalism
crumbled with it, offering us an apt starting point for our exhibition.

Taking inspiration from the ambivalent nickname — the “pregnant oyster” —
that Berliners gave the building, on account of its form, where the HKW has found
a home since 1989, our project asks how horizons of a shared world are born out of

the curators of radio SAVVYZAAR, Lynhan Balatbat-Helbock and Kelly Krugman, as well as the cu-
rator of the archive SAVVY.doc, Sagal Farah, from the Berlin art space SAVVY Contemporary. For
more information, see http://www.hkw.de/minoruniversality (last accessed 23 October 2022).
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a concrete and situated narrative. The oyster as a queering animal that changes its
gender at will, occasionally producing precious surprises, ones which are fragile
and valuable, is a metaphor for this meandering search. The exhibition The Preg-
nant Oyster — Doubts on Universalism (June—July 2022) was thus deliberately staged
both in Berlin and beyond at the HKW, arguably a site that represents Western uni-
versalism and its questioning. We hoped to harness our learning process in order
to confront the ways in which notions of the multipolar and the minor are being
increasingly tied to geographic locations, with a design that resisted being trapped
in identitarian closures or any insistence on what is properly one’s own. As Okwui
Enwezor conceives of it, geographical distance is no longer a marker of alterity; we
live in an age of “intense proximity” (2012), he writes, in which near presence can
just as intensely allow us to bring together other productions of “world”. At the
same time, the loss of seemingly easy global access that is increasingly being im-
posed by the climate-driven urgency to change our travel habits is another deep
and painful loss of opportunity for dialogue and cosmopolitan exchange, which
raises new questions.

The exhibition The Pregnant Oyster — Doubts on Universalism brings us back
to the “game of scales” that unfolded in the French pavilion in Zineb Sedira’s
work — to the minor details in the major narratives that opened this introduction.
In an unfathomable diversity of ways and places, the minor forms they represent
have always already begun to produce horizons of a shared world - to realise
hope and humanity — from the situated, embodied experiences that we all pos-
sess. This volume assembles some of their idiosyncrasies, investigations, and re-
flections for our present.
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What Might a Truly Universal Universalism
Be? Thinking the Universal With Etienne
Balibar

Abstract: Working through the work of Aimé Césaire, Etienne Balibar, and Léopold
Sédar Senghor, this chapter addresses ways to think the universal beyond exclusion
and domination, and thus to conceive of a “truly universal” universalism. Drawing
on Balibar, this text discusses the tensions between the constitution of citizenship
and the struggle for its universal extension in a decolonial movement of emancipa-
tion. If the postcolonial universe can only arise from the horizontality of the rela-
tionships between cultures and languages, then the universal can be said to be
generalised translation. The point is then not to renounce the universal in order to
embrace the multicultural, but to realise and accept that anthropological differen-
ces are not obstacles but a point of departure for a “subject-becoming of the citi-
zen” (Balibar); a process under way and to be accompanied, politically.

Keywords: Etienne Balibar, Aimé Césaire, Léopold Sédar Senghor, Négritude,
translation, lateral universal, hegemony, citizenship, equaliberty

In a major essay in English entitled “Sub specie universitatis” (2006, 3-16), Etienne
Balibar reflected on the future of philosophy from the perspective of its relation-
ship to the question of what is meant by “speaking the universal”. As he ex-
plained, speaking the universal entails three completely different strategies: the
theory of double truth exemplified by Spinoza and Wittgenstein, the construction
of the universal as “hegemony” analysed by Hegel and Marx in terms of collective
consciousnesses or ideologies, and the programme of generalised translation that
he describes as emerging from the critique of traditional “paradoxes of the un-
translatable” by contemporary sociolinguists and pragmatic philosophers.

My remarks here focus on the second and third of these strategies. Speaking
the universal as hegemony? To configure the question, I will recall here the famous

Note: This text is a translation of Souleymane Bachir Diagne, “Penser universel avec Etienne Bali-
bar”. Raison publique 19.2 (2014): 15-21. The editors would like to thank Raison publique and the au-
thor for the courtesy.

Translated by John Angell

8 Open Access. © 2023 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. [[(c<) IZ2=CH| This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
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letter Aimé Césaire (2016 [1956]) sent to Maurice Thorez in 1956 to inform him that
he was resigning from the French Communist Party (PCF):

[. . .] there will never be an African variant [of communism], or a Malagasy one or a Ca-
ribbean one, because French communism finds it more convenient to impose theirs upon
us [. . .] there will never be an African, Malagasy, or Caribbean communism because the
French Communist Party conceives of its duties toward colonized peoples in terms of a
position of authority to fill, and even the anticolonialism of French communists still bears
the marks of the colonialism it is fighting (Césaire 2010, 150).

And Césaire goes a step further:

There are two ways to lose oneself: walled segregation in the particular or dilution in the
universal. My conception of the universal is that of a universal enriched by all that is partic-
ular, a universal enriched by every particular: the deepening and coexistence of all particu-
lars (Césaire 2010, 150).

That the universal is hegemony and that one senses and rejects it when one
speaks of a place other than the one where it is expressed sub specie universitatis,
that is, the experience underlying the reasons expressed by Aimé Césaire to jus-
tify his resignation from the PCF. In the discourse arguing that the universal is a
matter of hegemony, it is, so to speak, natural that it be taken as something to
inscribe (subscribe, i.e., to write under) under a hegemony or other colonial real-
ity, which is never anything other than a deeply secondary contradiction: The
universal is played elsewhere, in its own places, which cannot be the colony. This
is why Engels could calmly write that when the revolution was victorious in Eu-
rope (the theatre of universal history), colonised countries would have to be “tem-
porarily entrusted to the proletariat [of former colonial nations], who would lead
them as rapidly as possible to independence” (Alleg 2010)." Clearly, Césaire’s
criticisms of the PCF were not accidental, but stemmed from an entirely natural
position that was directly aligned with Engels’ proposals.

Lenin’s declaration can always be cited as a counterpoint when he says, “the
socialist revolution will not be only nor principally a struggle of the revolutionary
proletariat of each country against its bourgeoisie. No, it will be the struggle
against international imperialism by all the colonies and every dependent coun-
try” (Alleg 2010). It remains true that emancipation will come from the universal
class. Once it is understood that the universal has a place, colonial paternalism

1 Extract from Engels’ letter to Kautsky dated September 1882. The letter is cited by Henri Alleg
in his interview with Francis Arzalier and Jean Louis Glory in the Chapter “Socialisme et domina-
tion coloniale au XX® siécle”, published in Arzalier (2010, 251-267).
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can easily be translated into a (big brother) fraternalism of the central communist

parties, which is no better.

Even the Sartrean message in Orphée noir continues to extend self-assured uni-
versalism, which assumes the character of Hegel-Marxian dialectics that reduce the
Négritude’s protests to nothing more than a single moment in a process whose driv-
ing force — whose veritable agent - is the proletariat of European countries.

Césaire calls for a “universal that will be rich in every particular”, that op-
poses a tranquil universalism with its imperturbable good conscience, what Im-
manuel Wallerstein also called a “truly universal universalism” (Wallerstein
2006, 2). It is noteworthy in this regard that in Wallerstein’s book — a critique of
European universalism — the only hint of what this “truly universal universalism”
might actually resemble is an expression oft-cited by Négritude authors, particu-
larly Senghor: “the rendezvous of giving and receiving” (Wallerstein 2006, 79).
Indeed, Wallerstein’s book concludes that our epoch “signals the end of [this]
immense era” that could be called “the age of European universalism”, adding
that available alternatives include “the blossoming of a multiplicity of universal-
isms that form a network of universal universalisms”. He concludes that this
would introduce the world of Senghor’s “rendezvous of giving and receiving”
(Wallerstein 2006, 79).

Arguably, these different expressions — “universal rich in every particular
that coexists,” “universalisms forming a network”, “rendezvous of giving and re-
ceiving”— remain poetic in their ecumenical dimension, not to say naive, because
they bear no trace of conflict, except for the obvious denunciation of a universal-
ism of exclusion. The Balibarian conception of the universal could be said to ad-
vance the cause of this quest for a “truly universal” universalism:

1) Dby in turn insisting on the necessity, emphasised by the thinkers of decoloni-
sation, of questioning the Eurocentric universal precisely in order to consider
the totally emancipatory — the insurrectional (an often-used word in Balibar’s
writing) — and thereby decolonising, but without the inevitable equivocation;

2) by specifically insisting on the dimension of the inherent conflict of univer-
salism as a “demand that those who have been kept outside the ‘common
good’ or the ‘general will’ be counted”, as Balibar wrote in his remarks on
Jacques Ranciére’s assertions concerning the “share of the shareless” (Balibar
2010, 6).

Regarding this first point, it is important to cite the following lines from the chap-
ter “the antinomia of citizenship” in their entirety:

We cannot delude ourselves [. . .] that organised class struggles will naturally be immunised
against the internal authoritarianism that results from their transformation into a ‘counter-
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state’, and ‘hence in counter-power and counter-violence’, nor that they represent a princi-
ple of unlimited or unconditional universality. The fact that the majority of the European
worker’s movement and its class organizations remained blind to the problems of colonial
and domestic oppression and of domination over cultural minorities (when it was not ex-
plicitly racist, nationalist, and sexist), despite considerable effort and acute internal conflicts
that formed something akin to an ‘insurrection within the insurrection’, owes nothing to
chance. Tt must be explained not only by one material condition or another, through such
and such corruption or degeneration, but also by the fact that resistance and protest against
determined forms of domination or oppression always rely on the emergence and construc-
tion of counter-communities that have their own principles of exclusion and hierarchy. This
entire, often dramatic, story calls our attention to the finite character of ‘insurrectional mo-
ments’, in other words, to the fact that there is no such thing as ‘absolutely universal’ eman-
cipatory universalities, escaping the limitations of their objects. The contradictions of the
politics of emancipation are thus transposed onto and reflected in the most democratic con-
stitutions of citizenship,® thereby contributing, passively at least, [. . .] to the possibility of
their de-democratization (Balibar 2010, 25-26).

This crucial passage leads us to the dimension of conflict, which is none other
than political, and which could find offense in the ecumenism of the expressions
that I evoked earlier. Indeed, it is simultaneously a matter of the “constitution of
citizenship” and the “construction of the universal” (Balibar 2010, 271), this con-
struction then being able to be understood as the struggle for a universal exten-
sion of the constitution of citizenship, which itself is continuous. Citizenship, “the
proposition of equaliberty”, is clearly the affirmation of the fact that freedom
equals equality, and that to combat absolutism is to combat privilege. What we
are also told is that this same equality is constructed in the movement and in the
conflict between limitation or, on the contrary, universal extension. Thus — and
this is the full intention of “the proposition of equaliberty” — should the principles
of the Revolution of 1789, based on “intensive” universality, be, or able to be, lim-
ited — and the politics of emancipation that produced them will thereby find
themselves de-democratised (such as when slaves were excluded from the rights
that these principles conferred) or, on the contrary, will manifest their “indefinite
opening” to the claims of “wage-earners, or dependents [. . .], women, slaves, the
colonized . . .?” (Balibar 2010, 71)

The universal that concerns us here is a universality whose utterance is nega-
tive, thus marking its “absolute indeterminacy”, which as Balibar tells us, comprises
“all the force of the utterance, but also the practical weakness of enunciation” (Bali-
bar 2010, 72).

2 Here, I emphasise and call attention to the manner in which this statement echoes Césaire.
3 Author’s emphasis.
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The political thus once again imposes itself when we are facing struggle, the
construction of “power relations” on which depends, as a practical matter, the ful-
filment of the open promise of equaliberty and co-citizenship that is borne by in-
tensive universalism that refutes difference and this hierarchy whose stigmata
Césaire identified in the very movements that presented itself as emancipation. We
are thus able to see why Balibar, while acknowledging what he says as paradoxical,
speaks of a “supplement of universality” that corresponds to “the incorporation of
differences and singularities in the very construction of the universal” (Balibar
2010, 163).

I would now like to broach the question of the universal as translation, a no-
tion about which I reflect explaining what Balibar wrote on the subject, particu-
larly in the lines that he devotes to the subject in “Sub specie universitatis”.

Allow me first to evoke briefly what I am attempting to accomplish by address-
ing this notion. I came across a concept in Merleau-Ponty which, despite its difficul-
ties, I felt was important to underline how much light it sheds on an important
philosophical task for our time: this concept is the “lateral universal”. Merleau-
Ponty essentially explains that our period, which is a period of decolonisation, sig-
nals the end of a top-down universal (universel de surplomb): the postcolonial uni-
verse can only arise from the horizontality of the relationships between cultures
and languages. This is what the work of Barbara Cassin also helps to complete, par-
ticularly in her Dictionnaire des intraduisibles (2004): the lateral universal is related
to translation — and to the untranslatable (cf. Merleau-Ponty 2010).

The universal can thus be said to be generalised translation. We could there-
fore extend to the entire planet what Umberto Eco said about Europe when he
declared that the language of Europe is translation. So be it. But does this mean
that it suffices to simply adopt the model of generalised translation to achieve the
ideal of a lateral universal? Balibar calls attention here to three crucial points
that, once again, forbid naivete and simple ecumenical enthusiasm.

First, the model functions only if one does not begin by taking as a given that
cultures and languages are merely hermetically sealed insularities. To fully un-
derstand this, let us consider how Levinas describes our decolonised world,
which he calls “disoccidentalised” (désoccidentalisé) and therefore “disoriented”
(désorienté).

If the model is one of a saraband of innumerable cultures, “each justifying
itself solely in its own context”, there is simply no reason to speak of translation
(Levinas 1972, 55-56). In reality, though, no culture is closed inward — a point that
the thinkers of Négritude also made, even though they are often called essential-
ists (this is also often our interpretation of them, itself essentialist and involving
petrifying a movement in a few well-known formulae that unfolded, with its con-
tradictions, recantations, and rectifications, over a period of decades).
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Second, one must know how to take the singularity of individuals into ac-
count and to understand that translation is not only interculturality, but also in-
tracultural. Translation shows the dividing lines that cross communities and that
should therefore not be essentialised. On this question, Balibar gives the example
of suburban youth and their language. It is naturally common for us to say that
we “do not always speak the same language” as young people, but in this specific
case, do we even share the same language? In any case, the model of the passage
from one cultural group to another via translation will assuredly complicate itself
to integrate the process of individuation, the way in which the individual “con-
structs” him or herself as a capacity for moving through the universe (multiverse)
that is traversed by “the contradictory tendencies toward standardisation, but
also the claim of differences, identification with traditions, and resistance to nor-
malisation” (Balibar 2006, 15).

Third (and for Balibar, this was the second point), it is important to recall
that when one adopts generalised translation as the model, it always takes place
against a background of misunderstanding (Zygmunt Bauman) or dispute (French
différend, Lyotard). It is worth noting, too, that Merleau-Ponty made the same ar-
gument using different words:

The equipment of our social being can be dismantled and reconstructed by the voyage, as
we are able to learn to speak other languages. This provides a second way to the universal:
no longer the overarching universal of a strictly objective method, but a sort of lateral uni-
versal which we acquire through ethnological experience and its incessant testing of the
self through the other person and the other person through the self. It is question of con-
structing a general system of reference in which the point of view of the native, the point of
view of the civilized man, and the mistaken views each has of the other can all find a
place-that is of constituting a more comprehensive experience which becomes in principle
accessible to men of a different time and country (Merleau-Ponty 1964, 119-120).The system
of general reference, then, generalised translation, is not about a problem-free co-presence
of different languages and the perspectives they enclose, but rather a co-presence of “er-
rors”, of misunderstanding and of unresolved dispute.

Must I conclude? Yes, I must, in terms of stopping here, but not of pulling this all
together into tidy, closed formulae. It is not a question, Etienne Balibar reminds us,
of renouncing the universal in order to embrace the multicultural, but of being
aware of “the process” in which anthropological differences, far from being “ob-
stacles to the universalisation of the citizens’ rights and to the citizen-becoming of
the subject”, represent, on the contrary, the point of departure for “a subject-
becoming of the citizen” (in the active sense, as he points out); this process is in-
deed “already under way” (Balibar 2010, 163). It is a question of how we accompany
it with our reflection. Politically.
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Anil Bhatti
The Universal and the Particular: The Place
of Similarity in Cultural Theory

Abstract: The context for the brief reflections in this paper is the increasing entan-
glement of the world under conditions of colonialism characterised by the creation
of borders, demarcations, border crossings, social and cultural transformations and
transgressions as part of the process of globalisation, ‘mondialisation’, or ‘planetari-
sation’. Goethe’s interest in Weltliteratur is based on an increasing awareness of
this historical situation characteristic of complex societies. Goethe’s work, espe-
cially the Divan and his stray remarks on Weltliteratur also lay the foundations for
the comparative cultural analyses of complex societies. This analysis has until now
been largely characterised by a culturalisation of difference. This is the point of de-
parture for the alternative viewpoint of similarity, which also emerges from Goethe’s
poetic praxis. The point of view of similarity permits us to develop a critical ap-
proach which thematises entanglements and historical overlapping in order to grasp
cultural, social diversity, and the comparison of cultures not so much under di-
chotomous categories, but rather under overarching moments of simultaneity
and ‘correspondance’ as features of complexity. The perspective of thinking in
terms of similarity functions now increasingly as a counter moment to the dom-
inant cultural practices of thinking in difference.

Keywords: cultural complexity, difference, Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Evald Ilyen-
kov, Bernhard Bolzano

Identity, exclusionary nationalism, and religious difference are at the forefront of
our discussions, which is precisely why it is apposite to talk about the place of
similarity in culture theory. I am interested in the question of the universal and
the particular in a specific historical context within the German tradition during
nineteenth-century Europe when this ancient philosophical problem became rele-
vant and topical. The philosopher Georg Lukdcs wrote about the singular impor-
tance of the dialectical understanding of the Nineteenth century in his Lob des

Note: This chapter is a revised and annotated version of a speech with the original title “Beyond
Difference and Identity: Goethe and The Place of Similarity in Culture Theory”, delivered during the
Annual Conference of the Goethe Society of India, 11-14 November 2019 at the Jawaharlal Nehru Uni-
versity in New Delhi. I thank Jyoti Sabharwal for transcribing the original speech and the editors of
the present volume for revising it for publication.

8 Open Access. © 2023 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. [[(c<) IZ2=CH| This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
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neunzehnten Jahrhunderts (Lukécs 1971, 659-664). During the nineteenth century,
as a result of the congealment and consolidation of colonialism, crucial changes
took place in the world, which made it possible to see that the world was inter-
connected, but at the same time to see that this interconnection was itself a prob-
lem. This conundrum is the starting point for my interest in thinkers and scholars
in the German tradition, foremost Goethe and Hegel, but also those around him,
mainly the two Humboldt brothers.

Roughly from the early part of the nineteenth century onwards, ascendant
colonialism brings the world together in the form of trade linkages, exploitation,
and reconfigurations of established countries so that many borders, as they ex-
isted until then, became vulnerable. Borders were questioned and new countries
came into existence in place of old countries. The end of WWI gave rise to the
Wilson plan on whose basis empires, like the Habsburg Empire broke down and
nation states were established. The reasons for empires breaking down is crucial,
because all classical empires, such as the Habsburg Empire, were characterised
by what has been called an indifference to difference, or to be more specific, to
cultural difference as it is often affirmed in theories of multiculturalism (Bhatti
2016, 171-180; Csaky 2019; Judson 2016).

I specifically use this term indifference in a technical sense and would not
want it to be confused with Derridean différance (1973 [1967]). I refer specifically
to the indifference to the question of the nation. Empires functioned as supra-
national entities characterised by a great deal of multi-lingual or plurilingual
competence. They were systems of exploitation. But they had something that the
nation-state did not have: the positive connotation of plurality, pluriculturalism
(as distinct from multiculturism which often leads to parallel societies), and pluri-
lingualism, a term I prefer to multilingualism. They were non-identitarian at the
level of the state. All empires were by definition plurilingual; they had a positive
connotation of mobility among classes (in India this also meant castes and clas-
ses). The positive connotation here is the ability to see territory not as an ontolo-
gised phenomenon but as a fluctuating system of rule. As a result of colonialism,
these traditional empires broke up and became oriented more and more towards
something called a border-oriented economy and a border-oriented society. From
this emerged the proto nation-state.

This proto nation-state is characterised by borders, and borders are meant to
demarcate. From empires, which were by definition based on overcoming bor-
ders, the colonial enterprise created nation-states, which were invested in bor-
ders and boundaries.

Later in the post-colonial phase, borders and boundaries have been relo-
cated, new definitions have come up, new states have sprung up. But empire, in-
different initially to the question of nation, now invested its entire political,
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moral, and intellectual economy in upholding the necessity of having an entity
called the nation based on a border. This border then, in the classical sense which
we inherited from the German tradition, is the Herderian notion of the unity of
territory, religion, history, memory, and language (Herder 1989).

This kind of nation-state became the model against which other empires
began to founder. The Habsburg Empire was one of the main victims of this asser-
tion of the need for a nation. Some of the great philosophers and thinkers in the
Habsburg Empire (Robert Musil, Joseph Roth, Hermann Broch and many other
writers like Bronistaw Malinowski and Ludwig Wittgenstein) were all aware of
these dynamics.' They developed philosophies and thought processes which are
against the formation of a nation. The philosopher Bernhard Bolzano (see Kiinne
2019), for instance, mediated between the Bohemian and the German population
and their cultural traditions in Bohemia in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. He did
S0 in a spirit of accommodation, and with a positive connotation of the many lan-
guages present. For him they were part of a formation in which the epistemologi-
cal principle of similarity and of becoming similar (Ahnlichkeit | Verdhnlichung)
was characteristic of diversity in pluricultural social formations (Bhatti and
Kimmich 2018).

Nations invest in borders. Colonialism overcomes this kind of bordering to
create a supranational enterprise of exploitation, suppression, and power, which,
at the same time, gives to these borders an almost theological significance. Bor-
ders may start off as something arbitrary, but they do not remain so. They are
not arbitrary in the sense of linguistic theory, which posits that signs are arbi-
trary as de Saussure (1972 [1916]) affirmed. Borders are invested with meaning;
they have something sacrosanct about them. It is this almost theological notion of
the nation which becomes the cornerstone of the formation of nations in the
nineteenth century and leads to the creation of empires, like the British, which
are built around nations. If these nations’ borders are transgressed, it is according
to a finely calibrated system of power.

The colonial enterprise consists of ontologising the border and creating the
notion of transgression, where it actually does not exist. This is a fiction, which is
essential to the maintenance of an empire as an empire. We can here consider a
number of instances in literature, which show how important it was to think and
talk about the border. In Joseph Conrad’s fiction, for instance, in particular Heart
of Darkness (2018 [1899]), he constantly problematises the border and transgress-
ing the border. The problem is also at the heart of E.M. Forster’s novel A Passage

1 Grillparzer’s famous lines on how nationalism degenerates to bestiality could be recalled here
(Grillparzer 1960, 500).
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to India (1985 [1924]) and it is central to Saadat Hasan Manto’s work, for instance,
in the short story Toba Tek Singh (present in Kingdom’s End and Other Stories,
translated from the Urdu by Khalid Hasan, see Manto 1989).

What happens in this period during which reflections on the border and the
nation are taking place in context of the globalisation of empire is that you can
negotiate between nations, but you cannot transgress them. That is how racism
comes into being as a system of demarcation, of finding ways in which to charac-
terise on what basis racism can exist. Skin colour is one such system of demarca-
tion as is so clearly shown in Herman Melville’s work, in particular in the story
Benito Cereno (2019) and in discussions of the question of the colour line in the
theoretical work of W.E.B. Du Bois, such as The Souls of Black Folk (2015).

In a system wherein borders are given privilege and literature emerges as a
reflection on the border, we notice a remarkable phenomenon in German and
World Literature. In Goethe’s West-ostlicher Divan (1994) the predominant theme
that emerges is the transgression of the border. This is a notable cultural, histori-
cal achievement — a point which cannot be emphasised often enough. At a time
when horders were being cemented by colonialism, Goethe problematised trans-
gressing borders, un-cementing them, and making them fluid. In other words,
when the borders were hard, he was talking about the fluidity of borders and this
fluidity is here expressed in a language of poetry.

Goethe thinks of the possibility that he, as a poet in nineteenth-century Wei-
mar — a very small German town at that time —, could travel in his imagination to
the great empire of Iran, Isfahan, and meet his colleague Hafiz in the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries so that there would be a conversation of poets across
the centuries — nineteenth-century Germany and the thirteenth- and fourteenth-
century Iran without borders.

Instead of focusing upon this moment of transgressing borders in the Divan,
what cultural theory and literary theory has done is to reinforce the nationalised
version of literature as dialogue. In this version, we find a nation called Germany,
a national writer called Goethe, talking to a nation called Iran, to a national
writer called Hafiz and the two have a dialogue across the centuries. With this
dialogue, the question only is: “Is the dialogue auf Augenhéhe?” Is it a dialogue of
equals, a peer-to-peer dialogue — or would it be a dialogue in the patronising
sense of “I bring the cultural theory, you bring the texts”? This is what Goethe is
supposed to do with Hafiz. This is substantiated in the monument to Hafiz and
Goethe in Weimar, where you have the image — Goethe, the monumental figure,
on one side of the monument — and Hafiz as another monumental figure on the
other side of the piece. Both look at each other at the same level. This is based on
the hermeneutic principle of dialogue. I suggest a different way of looking at this,
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namely as a non-hermeneutical way of affirming transformation, metamorpho-
ses — and a hit of science fiction.

In this way of looking at things, Goethe’s Divan talks in a different way. It
talks of the possibility of Goethe becoming Hafiz, of Hafiz visiting him across the
centuries and Hafiz becoming partly Goethe. Thus, it is not a dialogue in the older
sense of the term, but more of what can be captured by a hologram, rather than
by a static image of one talking to the other. It is one merging into the other as a
possibility, and the other merging into one as a possibility, as a historical possibil-
ity of a universal moment in history, which does not exist now, in the immediate
present of Goethe’s writing, because colonialism is there, is dominant, and de-
forms every possibility of contact and communication. Rather, because they be-
come a moment in which this contact can be overcome, it may be possible in
some other universe that Goethe wanders through Isfahan and Hafiz wanders
through Weimar with Goethe and these two merge together in a moment of his-
tory which has overcome colonialism.

In fact, it is science fiction avant la lettre — at a stage where science fiction
did not exist in this form. Their contact evokes a possibility and, of course, we
have more dignified names than science fiction for this. It is the possibility of in-
jecting utopia, the one important way of thinking in the nineteenth century in a
nineteenth-century system of literature and correspondences, which was being
undercut by the colonial enterprise that would like its poets to remain in certain
clearly defined bounded centres of influence and thinking. From this, we receive
an entire aesthetics which emerges from the traditional interpretation of the
Divan.

Literatures that emerge in one country take an interest in another country.
They encourage multilingualism of learning another language and encourage
translations from other languages, but you do not have a continuum of languages
in which you can move around and deal with them. Much in the way of an earlier
context in India, one moved between languages without necessarily dealing with
codified grammars.

The introduction of grammar into the continuum of language is the way in
which borders are created and interest spheres are demarcated. Therefore, what
the dialogical notion of the Divan implies is this: We have a poet called Goethe,
who uses this wonderful piece of poetry called the Divan, and he is inspired by
Hafiz. Hafiz, in turn, is read because of translations, and the whole matrix of aes-
thetic terminology emerges to explain this enterprise of Goethe. It is then part of a
system of influences, system of reception, system of articulations, which are ulti-
mately based on the fact that all this knowledge is only available to Goethe because
colonialism brought texts back from India and the Orient to the West, and there-
fore, scholars could translate (see Hammer-Purgstall 1812). Therefore, Goethe was
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able to read it and he could talk about it. But the essential significance was that
Goethe wrote about this when he himself travelled, albeit not between countries, in
a coach going back and forth between Weimar and Jena, Jena and Weimar. This
poetry emerges out of travel, out of movement. It was mobile. This angle on and
through mobility is crucial to understand why the Divan has such paradigmatic sig-
nificance. It is for the first time that we note movement as part of poetic enterprise
in a world which privileges the static principle of sedentarism.

Goethe did this with his experiment about Hafiz. The Divan has a second part
called Noten und Abhandlungen zum West-éstlichen Divan (see Goethe 1960), in
which Goethe falls into the role of an Orientalist, who tries to define and classify
the external world and to put things into order to create literary history out of
the relationship between European poetry and Iranian or Persian poetry. He de-
velops a theory of translation to accommodate all this. But that is the less interest-
ing part of the Divan. The more interesting part comprises poetry and prose in
which Hafiz and Goethe are in a very peculiar relationship to each other, literally
merging into each other in the form of poetry.

This creates, as it were, an aesthetic of similarity in their poetic enterprise.
This is different from the dialogical hermeneutical principle. We should note that
his writing constitutes a fiction and markedly an experiment. It is, moreover, a
fictional similarity because Hafiz never wrote of this. Goethe did, on behalf of
Hafiz, as a projection of his own interest in transgressing from the boundaries of
Weimar and opening the cultural possibility of becoming another. This becoming
another is the way in which you overcome borders which have been created. We
can consider the overcoming of these borders a possibility of writing in a new
aesthetic mode. This new aesthetic mode was very important for Goethe, and he
stuck to it for a long time, but it not necessarily ossified. The Divan was an experi-
ment, and in some ways, like the Farbenlehre (Goethe 2016), an oddity on his part.

The Divan was discovered in the twentieth century through a variety of liter-
ary scholars, who, as a result of the rise of fascism and migration, were looking
into the world as it was, and discovered that here was something unique in the
German tradition. But it was only so if one recognised this form of uniqueness as
transgression. If one only understood it in a conventional sense, that is, as a rela-
tionship between literatures, nations, national literatures, and dialogues, one
would miss the point entirely.

Goethe’s interest in the Divan is an experiment and experiments are meant
to be given up. Goethe, at some stage after the Divan had been completed, men-
tioned that he looked back at the Divan like a “Schlangenhaut” (snakeskin), which
he shed. Goethe’s personal secretary, the poet Johann Peter Eckermann, recalls a
conversation with Goethe, dated to a Sunday evening, 12 January 1827, after a
“musical party at Goethe’s” (Eckermann and Soret 1850 [1836], 317):
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After the party had left, I remained some moments alone with Goethe. “I have,” said he,
“this evening made the remark that these songs in the ‘Divan’ have no further connection
with me. Both the oriental and impassioned elements have ceased to live in me. I have left
them behind, like a cast-off snakeskin on my path (Eckermann and Soret 1850 [1836], 318).2

Herein, we read also another message from the Divan — namely, that it is not an
ontological or essential piece of literature. It is an experimental possibility of
dealing with the question of being something else, other than being what you are.
Goethe’s opening to the world beyond Weimar could be schematised as an ambiv-
alent relation to India, the Orient as metamorphoses, and the world of China as a
part of the aesthetic of similarity.

This is what we could call the literature of migration (see Muschg 1986 on
Goethe as a migrant). This principle of migration emerged in Germany, which at
that moment did not have a publicly acknowledged colony, but supported the colo-
nies being established by the British and the French. At the time, large number of
experts from Germany and the Habsbhurg Monarchy, Austrians and Hungarians,
worked in the interest of the British and the French empires as experts. Thus, a
portion of the British Empire is also part of German and Habsburgian heritage.

This migration meant that not only an aesthetics existed, but a certain atti-
tude to literature, too. This was an attitude shared among other great writers, es-
pecially by Alexander von Humboldt. He saw that in this entire period, the
German literary, aesthetics, and philosophical field established the conditions for
the ability to see similarity where until now only differences had been seen.

I shall provide a short example. As already noted, colonialism creates borders
and difference, leaving us with the question: How do you deal with such demar-
cations of difference? The British Empire dealt with it by creating boundaries —
for example the difference between the cantonment and the market. They did not
do so as in South Africa, but firmly enough to make it impossible for somebody
from the market to be in the cantonment, and for somebody from the market to
become part of the club to which only the cantonment people could belong. These
were invisible boundaries, which were very important, and the empire func-
tioned on the basis of these boundaries. Violation of these boundaries meant
transgression, and anybody who violated these was punished. This is part of the
theme of E.M. Forster’s A Passage to India (1985 [1924]); his violation of the bor-
der, which takes place either consciously, unconsciously, or sub-consciously, re-
mains present.

2 “Ich habe [. . .] diesen Abend die Bemerkung gemacht, daf$ diese Lieder des Divans gar kein Ver-
haltnis mehr zu mir haben. Sowohl was darin orientalisch als was darin leidenschaftlich ist, hat
aufgehort in mir fortzuleben; es ist wie eine abgestreifte Schlangenhaut am Wege liegen geblieben”
(Eckermann 1836; Goethe 1999, 628-629).
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It was a very important theme of Joseph Conrad’s Novel Heart of Darkness
(2018 [1899]), too. We can recall the moment on the river as the protagonist sees
black masses and does not know what he witnesses. The ability to see these
masses as other human beings would have cost so much epistemological violence
to himself that he preferred to remain with the other epistemological violence of
not accepting them as human beings and supporting a system of oppression, the
critique of which is a part of the secret of Heart of Darkness.

In his voyages to Latin America and especially in his trenchant critique of
colonial economies in Cuba (1992), Alexander von Humboldt recognised some-
thing that was not noticed at his time, because it was largely censored. It took a
long time for these revolutionary passages in Alexander von Humboldt to become
accessible. As a result of his travels, he was attuned to the possibility that much
of what he saw as a research traveller was also there in other forms elsewhere.
In other words, what he saw could be rescued as memory of other places which
were also part of memory. What he saw may have been very different from what
he witnessed elsewhere in Germany, but he had an ability to link up memories
and therefore to establish similarities, rather than to see the obvious differences.
If one remains with the obvious differences, one misses again the entire point,
which is that by recognising similarity, we break up ontological systems of differ-
ences and an epistemological way of looking at these differences, and deriving
conclusions from them. The whole science of historical classification in the nine-
teenth century is based on this wish to see difference instead of similarity. If simi-
larity had been given the same emphasis, it would have led to a completely
different science of classification — of diversity, science, philology, and linguistics
(cf. Messling 2016).

The rise of a migratory consciousness in the nineteenth century is marked in
Alexander von Humboldt, because he looks upon the world as a Zusammenhang.
The term Zusammenhang is difficult to translate. If we translate it as totality, it is
philosophically wrong, because totality is a philosophical term mainly popular-
ised by Lukécs. However, Zusammenhang is more and at the same time less than
totality. It is the way in which everything holds together. And in this way, it is a
fundamentally Goethean term.

This idea of Zusammenhang is at the basis of what Goethe and Alexander von
Humboldt, but also the early August Wilhelm and Friedrich von Schlegel, see in
the general principle of diversity — be it of languages, cultures, or traditions. Zu-
sammenhang captures the sense of plenitude and abundance. It connects pleni-
tude and abundance to variety and diversity. This kind of diversity can either be
ontologised and made into hard borders, or it can be softened and made into a
system of similarities.
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At some stages, similarity vanishes, and at other stages it may become very
important. The key to understanding Zusammenhang is the kind of memory that
one is summoning up from one’s own work, one’s own writings, one’s own read-
ing, and one’s own interactions. We mobilise such sorts of memories in order to
create organising principles and order. Understanding how this process works is
a search for what constitutes a Zusammenhang, what makes it work, how it is
connected. “Was die Welt zusammenhalt” (what holds the world together?) was
Faust’s question (Goethe 1808).

In a conversation on 31 January 1827, his private secretary Eckermann asked
Goethe what he had been doing (see Eckermann and Soret 1850 [1836]; Ecker-
mann 1836). Goethe responded that he had been doing nothing special, but that
he had been reading a Chinese novel recently. “Chinese novel” — exclaimed Ecker-
mann horrified, for he was a petty bourgeois and the thought that the master
Goethe might have been reading a Chinese novel was for him a transgression.
Chinese novels might have appeared strange for a bourgeois during nineteenth-
century Weimar. But Goethe, in his typical way of saying important things in a
sleight of hand manner, calmed down Eckermann by saying that the Chinese
novel he had been reading actually was not really very different. In fact, it was
more or less the same as what he was accustomed to, he explained. Now, this, for
Eckermann, was another disturbing statement. The Chinese, Goethe continued,
are not very different, they do more or less what he does. Some of it even re-
minded him of his own poem Hermann and Dorothea (1796/1797):

Dined with Goethe. “Within the last few days, since I saw you,” said he, “I have read many
and various things; especially a Chinese novel, which occupies me still, and seems to me
very remarkable.” “Chinese novel!” said I; “that must look strange enough. “Not so much as
you might think,” said Goethe; “the Chinamen think, act, and feel almost exactly like us; and
we soon find that we are perfectly like them, excepting that all they do is more clear, more
pure, and decorous, than with us. “With them all is orderly, citizen-like, without great pas-
sion or poetic fight; and there is a strong resemblance to my ‘Hermann and Dorothea,” as
well as to the English novels of Richardson (Eckermann and Soret 1850 [1836], 348-349).3

3 “Bei Goethe zu Tisch. »In diesen Tagen, seit ich Sie nicht gesehen,« sagte er, »habe ich vieles
und mancherlei gelesen, besonders auch einen chinesischen Roman, der mich noch beschaftiget
und der mir im hohen Grade merkwiirdig erscheint.« — »Chinesischen Roman?« sagte ich. »Der
mufd wohl sehr fremdartig aussehen.« — »Nicht so sehr, als man glauben sollte«, sagte Goethe. »Die
Menschen denken, handeln und empfinden fast ebenso wie wir, und man fiihlt sich sehr bald als
ihresgleichen, — nur daf bei ihnen alles klarer, reinlicher und sittlicher zugeht. Es ist bei ihnen
alles verstindig, biirgerlich, ohne grofie Leidenschaft und poetischen Schwung und hat dadurch
viele Ahnlichkeit mit meinem >Hermann und Dorotheas, sowie mit den englischen Romanen des
Richardson” (Eckermann 1836).
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In a way, Goethe’s remark to Eckermann is a shocking statement, which strikes at
the very foundation of all colonial ideology, since it is ultimately based on radical
difference. And Goethe’s statement in response is also tremendous, since he puts
it forward so casually. His way of underplaying the drive towards seeing that it is
Chinese and that therefore it is different, is captured in Goethe’s comment that
the work he is reading does more or less what he also does. The fuzziness of this
more or less is crucial. The things we treat as unimportant parts of our vocabu-
lary, the fuzzy more-or-less terms are loaded theoretically. Instead of saying ei-
ther/or, he says sowohl als auch (this as well as that).

The universals that Goethe tries to look for are not abstract universals. On
the contrary, it is through the concreteness of our examples that we rise in a dia-
lectical manner to an enriched level of the abstract. In the same way, we could
see the dialectical need to go from the concrete, that is, the real world to the ab-
stract, so that we can come back to an enriched concrete. The nineteenth-century
was adept in this dialectical movement from that which one might call the obvi-
ous, abstract real, through the motion of dialectics to concrete, to abstract, and
thereby to go on the reverse moment to enrich the concreteness with a new
meaning. Goethe embodied this, but of course, it was sanctified in Hegel’s Phe-
nomenology (1988). In this way, the concrete migration, the concrete Hermann
und Dorothea, the concrete question of the Divan, the concrete translations from
Hafiz, are the concrete reality of Goethe’s world.

The transformation of this reality into poetry is the movement from the con-
crete to the abstract through a dialectical process of enrichment, which brings
them back to the concrete as an enriched raw, meaningful concrete. This happens
in a casual way, and this casualness is essential to the process. It is needed, first,
to get the movement correctly. This is very important for looking at the particular
and the universal. The movement, which takes this concreteness through a pro-
cess of this ascendance, of Aufsteigen in the Hegelian sense, is captured by the
philosopher E.V. Ilyenkov (2008). We can summarise this process through classifi-
cation, but another way of understanding it is to take this complexity seriously,
and to see the availability of things and their situation as part of what Zusammen-
hang is and how this Zusammenhang can become enriched through a dialectical
motion.

Goethe was working on a contradictory process during the nineteenth cen-
tury. This process was marked by colonialism. Colonialism divides. It would not
survive if it could not divide. Any attempt to overcome the division are subver-
sive. This subversion must be brought down by systems of oppression and terror.

The theoretical opposition to this division is the noticing of similarities where
actually the colonial emphasises differences. We can evoke writings of British colo-
nial officers, who were disturbed in a manner similar to Conrad’s protagonists.
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These officers were disturbed by the possibility that the people they were governing
could be so similar to themselves. We know of officers, who, in their diaries, do not
manage to justify to themselves the system of oppression that they established in
India, because the people were so similar. Their system works by internalising the
artificial notion of difference in order to keep the system of oppression alive. But this
is undercut by the remarkable theoretical possibility of similarity that I discussed in
this essay for nineteenth-century Germany and central Europe. The writings of Alex-
ander von Humboldt, Wilhelm von Humboldt, early Friedrich and August Wilhelm
Schlegel, culminating in Hegel, Marx, and Engels, and certainly including Goethe,
lead to a way of looking at the world as a world of possible similarities.

The similarities I refer to are not actual, but possible similarities. The possi-
bility, the recognition of the possibility of similarity, is a valuable part of the epis-
temology we inherited from this era. Marx and Engels recognised this in the first
chapter of the Communist Manifesto (2012 [1848]), in which they show how for the
sphere of intellectual production the intellectual creations of individual nations
become common property. “National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness be-
come more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local liter-
atures, there arises a world literature” (Marx and Engels 2012 [1848], 77).

It is my aim to point out that it is possible for World Literature to become an
empty slogan. World Literature does not exist; it will emerge. The emergence of
World Literature, after all exploitation is over, is the key point which Marx and
Engels, following Goethe were underlining. There are, thus, two paths, which we
could take. We can talk of World Literature in the form of the great books of the
world and state merely that their existence constitutes World Literature. We can
also remark that these are stepping stones for the possibility of World Literature
to emerge out of the world; a world that has pacified itself through the resolution
of various contradictions that exist. We can therefore say that there is no World
Literature as such now, but that it will come. For it to come, the Indians already
had the vision of a Visvasahitya, a World Literature, which Tagore discussed in
1907 (see Chaudhuri 2021). This could come only after India got rid of the external
subjugation through colonialism and the internal subjugation through the caste
system as a universal system of exploitation. This Visvasahitya would come after
colonialism, just as it was for Ighal when he wrote the answer to Goethe’s West-
oOstlicher Divan, and called it Payam-e-mashriq, or A Message of the East in 1923
(see Igbal 1977). In the foreword to A Message of the East, Igbal reflects on the
many writers and many thinkers who have talked about the relationship between
the East and the West. But he remarks that it will only be possible to do so in a
free manner after colonialism has been overcome. World Literature is a moment
in Goethe, Ighal, and Tagore in which anti-colonial writers meet.
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Many others after them in many other countries took up the notion of World
Literature as a possibility of non-colonial, non-divisive writing, which would
emerge in the future. This is a form of enlightenment, but not in the text-book
sense of Aufklirung, because it should not be misunderstood as a moment of dif-
fusion. It is, rather, a co-emergent way of emancipation, which emerges in a
world deeply shaken by the colonial enterprise and the revolts against it. How
much of this possibility realised itself as success was not my question in this con-
tribution, but rather the question as to whether it can partially be understood as
the beginning of an answer. It is not the answer itself, but the fact that it can be
seen as such is an answer. The overall matrix of universalism and particularity,
difference and similarity, and the possibility of a World Literature, are part of the
extraordinary nineteenth-century encounters I described. This matrix was obvi-
ous, but not immediately noticed.
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Gisele Sapiro
Le décentrement épistémologique
conduit-il au relativisme ?

Abstract: Universalist claims are based on the denial or at least the bracketing of the
fact that science is a social product, that it is inscribed in specific cultures. But does
cultural relativism automatically lead to epistemological relativism? Against a wides-
pread tendency to infer the latter from the former, this chapter proposes a negative
answer to the question. This implies a critique of the traditional conceptions of the
history of science as linear and Western. A decentred and transcultural history of
science reveals the numerous contacts and circulations of scientific concepts, theo-
ries, and methods between cultures, including those called “non-Western”. Moreover,
the holistic idea of incommensurability between epistemes or paradigms does not
mean they are impervious to each other, since any circulation between paradigms
implies operations of borrowing, displacement, and reinterpretation. The plurality of
paradigms or competing theories neither calls into question the existence of a reality
that is external to them, nor the validity of some of them (more than others).

Keywords: cultural relativism, epistemology, holism, Occidentalism, progress,
universalism, untranslatability

1 Introduction

Le concept d’'universalisme est une construction sociale qui a servi a justifier I'im-
périalisme occidental et I'imposition d’'une hégémonie culturelle dans le monde a
partir du XVIII® siécle. On peut ainsi parler, avec Pierre Bourdieu, d'un « impéria-
lisme de T'universel », qu’il attribue en particulier a la France depuis la Révolution
francaise (Bourdieu 1992). La notion de mission civilisatrice qui accompagna les
conquétes coloniales leur servait de justification lettrée et de sociodicée. Cet univer-
sel prenait des formes spécifiques selon les domaines : philosophie, science, littéra-
ture, arts plastiques. Des canons étaient constitués pour chacun de ces domaines et
une histoire universelle qui a marginalisé voire effacé les apports non-occidentaux,
lesquels furent pourtant consistants, que ’on pense aux mathématiques ou a
la médecine égyptienne, a la médecine et a la philosophie indienne, a la philosophie
arabe d’Andalousie ou au Haiku japonais.

Si les canons sont en cours de révision, la question se pose différemment sur
le plan épistémologique. Y a-t-il une seule épistémologie (au sens de philosophie

8 Open Access. © 2023 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. [[(c<) IZ2=CH| This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110798494-004
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de la connaissance scientifique), dont la validité serait universelle, ou devons-
nous parler d’épistémologies au pluriel ? Autrement dit, I'épistémologie dépend-
elle de la diversité des cultures ? Si tel est le cas, cela doit-il nous conduire au
relativisme épistémologique ? Et quelle serait la signification d’un tel relativisme
épistémologique ? Telles sont les questions qui seront examinées ici, & partir
d’une réflexion en cours'. Sans prétendre la résoudre, je suggérerai des pistes
pour poser le probleme de facon plus adéquate.

Le relativisme culturel appliqué a la connaissance scientifique risque de
nous conduire a un relativisme épistémologique extréme, tel que développé par
Feyerabend (1975), qui nie toute différence entre les propositions scientifiques,
les mythes, et les énoncés religieux ; ou, plus extréme encore, a I'idée de Nelson
Goodman (2007) selon laquelle nos catégories créent ou construisent la réalité, et
que ces catégories qui constituent une pluralité de mondes sont faconnées par
leurs conditions sociales et culturelles de production, et par des intéréts circons-
tanciels, liés au contexte.

D’autre part, la prétention universaliste est fondée sur le déni ou au moins la
mise entre parenthéses du fait que la science est un produit social, qu’elle s’inscrit
dans des cultures spécifiques, ou dans ce que Foucault (1966) a appelé, dans Les
Mots et les Choses, une épistémeé, qui varie dans le temps et dans l’espacez.

Ma réflexion se fonde sur trois observations. Premiérement, les concepts et
théories ont une origine sociale, et sont plus ou moins encastrés dans leur culture
d’origine, mais ils peuvent parfois résulter de rencontres transculturelles. Par
exemple, ’anthropologie structurale est née de la rencontre entre deux cher-
cheurs exilés a New York, le francais Claude Lévi-Strauss et le russe Roman Jakob-
son, pendant la Deuxiéme Guerre mondiale (Jeanpierre 2004 ; Loyer 2015).

Deuxiémement, les concepts ne sont pas de purs produits du savoir, leur pro-
duction est plus ou moins encastrée dans des croyances et dans des intéréts sociaux,
quillustre de fagon paradigmatique la fausse science : par exemple, le pseudo-
concept de «race » dans son acception biologique était le produit de préjugés racis-

1 Des étapes de cette réflexion ont été présentées lors d’un colloque a 'Université de Dakar les 4-6
janvier 2018, a 'occasion du séminaire « Experimental Critical Theory seminar » a UCLA le 27 fé-
vrier 2020 et dans I'entretien sur « Universalisme & savoir(s) » avec le groupe Minor Universality
de Sarrebruck le 4 février 2021 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AF-hEDCOGmI). Que les partici-
pantes a ces événements soient remerciées pour leurs questions et commentaires qui ont enrichi la
réflexion.

2 Notons que le sens de la notion d’épistéme a évolué entre Les Mots et les Choses et L’Archéolo-
gie du savoir, Foucault ayant restreint progressivement son usage aux sciences ou aux champs
des savoirs scientifiques (Foucault 1968, 250).
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tes et d’intéréts coloniaux (voir notamment Reynaud-Paligot 2006) ; ou, autre exem-
ple plus récent, celui de « underclass » (Wacquant 2022).

Troisiémement, les concepts sont liés a d’autres concepts, ils ne peuvent étre
isolés de la théorie dans laquelle ils sont inscrits, ni méme d’un paradigme,
comme William Orman Quine (1951) et Thomas Kuhn (1962) I'ont avancé. Cest ce
quon appelle la position holiste. Or, a l'instar de Quine, Kuhn considére que les
paradigmes sont incommensurables.

Ces trois observations devraient logiquement nous conduire au relativisme
épistémologique : si les concepts dépendent des théories et des paradigmes, et si
ceux-ci sont encastrés dans des cultures, alors les théories provenant de différen-
tes cultures sont incommensurables. Cependant, 'exemple de la rencontre entre
Lévi-Strauss et Jakobson nous indique une autre option. Tout en souscrivant au
relativisme culturel (on peut se référer aux arguments de Geertz [2010] contre
lanti-relativisme culturel), javancerai que le décentrement épistémologique ne
conduit pas nécessairement au relativisme épistémologique.

Avant de revenir a la question de I'incommensurabilité, il nous faut faire un
détour par les biais de I'histoire traditionnelle des sciences, a savoir la notion de
progreés et le caractére occidentalo-centré de cette histoire, lequel repose sur ’oc-
cultation de maints contacts interculturels. Elle doit donc elle-méme étre décen-
trée afin que ’on puisse examiner a nouveaux frais le probleme des rapports
entre relativisme culturel et relativisme épistémologique. Il sera également néces-
saire de rappeler les limites épistémologiques de la pensée scientifique.

2 La notion de progreés

La variation des connaissances dans le temps est regardée dans le monde occi-
dental, depuis le XVIII® siécle, comme un « progres ». Le concept de « progres » est
au ceeur de 'idéologie scientifique qui considére I'histoire des sciences comme un
développement téléologique et linéaire vers la vérité. Or ce récit linéaire a été
remis en cause aussi bien par Lévi-Strauss que par Popper, Quine et Kuhn.

Selon Popper (1962), comme on sait, il est impossible de confirmer une théo-
rie, on ne peut que I'invalider. La réfutation est I’'opération qui permet de résou-
dre le probléme de Tinduction et de réconcilier le domaine du probable avec la
logique. Il en découle que la science n’évolue pas par accumulation mais par
conjectures et réfutations. On peut néanmoins considérer que, bien que non li-
néaire, ce schéma d’évolution par ruptures demeure compatible avec la notion de
progres scientifique, dans laquelle Popper croyait.
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Dans son fameux article « Two dogmas of empiricism », Quine (1951) a toute-
fois contesté I'idée réductionniste selon laquelle un énoncé singulier peut étre vé-
rifié empiriquement. Quine souligne en effet 'interdépendance des énoncés
scientifiques. Sa conception holiste de la science remet en cause la théorie vérifi-
cationniste des positivistes logiques. En effet, il y a plus d’une facon de résoudre
les contradictions entre énoncés théoriques et énoncés empiriques, et elles ne
conduisent pas nécessairement au rejet des théories. Il en déduit, a l'instar de
Pierre Duhem (2016 [1906]) avant lui, qu’il y a une sous-détermination des énon-
cés théoriques par les énoncés empiriques.

Quine tire de cette démonstration deux conclusions. La premiére est que la
science ne différe pas par essence de la religion ou d’autres systémes idéalistes,
mais seulement du point de vue de son efficacité. La seconde est pragmatique : la
fonction de la science étant de prédire les expériences futures en fonction de cel-
les du passé, le choix entre explications ne repose que sur le degré avec lequel
elles « facilitent nos interactions avec nos expériences sensorielles » (Quine 1980,
120). Toutefois, ainsi qu’il 'explique dans un article postérieur, étant donné qu’il
est possible de décrire les mémes données empiriques a partir de plus d’une théo-
rie plausible, les théories peuvent étre a la fois incompatibles et équivalentes
(Quine 1970).

Avec la notion de « paradigmes », Kuhn (1962) combine les conceptions holis-
tes et discontinuistes de la science. L’incommensurabilité des paradigmes fait que
P’évolution de la science n’est pas linéaire mais s’opére par révolutions. Comme
les révolutions politiques ou les conversions religieuses, le passage d’un paradi-
gme scientifique & un autre implique un changement de vision du monde.

Dans Les Mots et les choses, Foucault (1966) esquisse quant a lui une histoire
non linéaire, ou plutdt une archéologie, des sciences humaines a l'aide de la no-
tion d’épistéme, qui est plus large que celle de paradigme, en ce qu’elle inclut tou-
tes les formes et types de savoir. L’épistéme est un mode de connaissance qui
implique un rapport particulier entre langage et choses, signifiant et signifié. Fou-
cault évoque trois phases de cette archéologie (qui reste chronologique) et en voit
poindre une quatriéme. Avant I’ére classique prévaut la ressemblance, la simili-
tude, I'analogie, des correspondances, le langage signifiant. L’ére classique (XVII*~
XVIII® siecles) leur substitue la question des identités et des différences (le discer-
nement) par comparaison de la mesure et de ’'ordre (les taxinomies), séparant les
mots et les choses pour imposer aux choses une logique (le cartésianisme, la lo-
gique de Port-Royal, le recensement). On sépare histoire et science : d’un coté, I'é-
rudition, la lecture des auteurs, le jeu de leur opinion, de l'autre, la science (le
langage doit traduire la vérité, il est neutre, transparent). L’ére moderne (début
XIX®-XX®) est marquée par le retrait du discours de représentation (grammaire
générale, analyse des richesses, histoire naturelle) et par I’apparition de 'homme
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dans I'épistéme : 'homme qui parle (philologie), vit (biologie) et travaille (économie
politique). Foucault pensait qu’on entrait dans une ére post-moderne caractérisée
par la disparition de '’homme et le retour au langage comme signifiant non trans-
parent. Il se trompait : aprés le moment structuraliste et post-structuraliste, on a
assisté au retour du sujet et & un recentrage de l'intérét scientifique sur ’étre hu-
main. Mais c’est une autre histoire.

Critiquant la notion de « progrés » dans Race et histoire, paru en 1952, Lévi-
Strauss signalait que «le développement des connaissances préhistoriques et ar-
chéologiques tend a étaler dans lespace des formes de civilisation que nous étions
portés & imaginer comme échelonnées dans le temps » (1987, 38). Il en déduit que
le « progres (si ce terme convient encore pour désigner une réalité trés diférente
de celle a laquelle on l’avait d’abord appliqué) n’est ni nécessaire, ni continu ; il
procede par sauts, par bonds, ou, comme diraient les biologistes, par mutations »
(ibid.). Ainsi, pour Lévi-Strauss, c’est « seulement de temps a autre que I'histoire
est cumulative [. . .]» (ibid., 39). Ce qui nous conduit a interroger la vision du
monde a partir de laquelle a été élaborée cette notion de progres.

3 Un récit occidental

Tous ces récits de I’histoire de sciences, qu’ils soient linéaires ou non, sont centrés
sur le monde occidental, comme si 'Occident détenait le monopole du savoir scien-
tifique dans le monde, comme s’il n’y avait pas de savoirs valables dans d’autres
cultures. Ce récit occidental est remis en cause non seulement par des anthropolo-
gues comme Lévi-Strauss, mais aussi par I'histoire de sciences. Il suffit d’évoquer
I'histoire des mathématiques, notamment en Egypte (Mankiewicz 2004 [2001]), la
philosophie et la médecine indienne ou chinoise (sur la premiére, voir Raj 2007), ou
les philosophies arabes ou africaines, pour ébranler toute tentative de monopolisa-
tion de la science par I'Occident.

Comme I'a montré Kapil Raj (sous presse), ce récit est, a 'origine, moins le pro-
duit d’'un ethnocentrisme aveugle que d’une entreprise volontaire et consciente,
qui situe « La » révolution scientifique dans I’'Europe du XVII® siécle, en instrumen-
talisant la thése d’Alexandre Koyré dans ses travaux sur Copernic et Galilée, dans
un contexte de construction de '’hégémonie américaine et de décolonisation. Alors
que Kuhn, s’inspirant de Koyré, parle de « révolutions scientifiques » au pluriel,
cette thése de « LA révolution scientifique » s’est imposée comme doxa savante
d'une histoire officielle de la science a partir de cette époque.
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Silon admet la notion de « révolutions scientifiques » au pluriel, il faut toute-
fois se demander comment elles ont circulé d’un endroit a I'autre. L’histoire des
sciences apporte maintes preuves de l’existence de contacts interculturels non
seulement en Europe mais aussi avec des cultures non-européennes (on évo-
quera, par exemple, I'intérét de Leibniz ou de Francois Quesnay pour la philoso-
phie indienne au XVIII® siécle). Aprés Kapil Raj (2007), James Poskett (2022) s’est
récemment attelé a une histoire des sciences décentrée, qui révéle les nombreux
contacts et circulations occultés entre savants « occidentaux » et « non occiden-
taux » a I’ere moderne, pour restituer « ce que la science moderne doit aux socié-
tés non européennes », comme le précise le sous-titre de son ouvrage. On peut
d’ailleurs s’interroger sur la pertinence de cette distinction entre « occidental » et
«non-occidental » avant sa construction en contexte colonial, comme I’a montré
Edward Said (1978) dans son livre sur I'orientalisme.

Une deuxieme question se pose : celle de ’exclusion de ces traditions « non occi-
dentales » et de ces interférences du récit canonique de l’histoire de savoirs. La
science « occidentale » s’est construite en occultant les savoirs qui se sont développés
ailleurs, en les niant ou en se les appropriant, et cette histoire commence a peine a
s’écrire. Peter Park (2014) I’a entrepris pour la philosophie. Dans son livre Africa,
Asia, and the History of Philosophy : Racism in the Formation of the Philosophical
Canon, il montre que jusqu’au moment de leur exclusion dans la seconde moitié du
XVIII® siécle, certaines traditions dites orientales bénéficiaient d’'une place pionniére
dans lhistoire de la philosophie. Il en donne plusieurs exemples (au chapitre 4,
n. 5) : De orthographia de Giovanni Tortelli commence par Zoroastra ; Bibliotheca
philosophorum classicorum authorum chronologica (1592) de Johann Jacob Fries dé-
bute avec la confusion des langues suite a la destruction de la tour de Babel ; History
of Philosophy (1655-1662), de Thomas Stanley, commence avec Thalés, dont il rap-
pelle qu’il est d’origine phénicienne et qu’il a voyagé en Asie et a étudié en Egypte ;
le livre traite & la fin des philosophies orientales, Chaldéennes, Perse et Sabéenne,
leur reconnaissant la primeur. Ces systémes étaient en effet bien connus au XVIII®
siecle, en Allemagne comme en France : par exemple, Schlegel a inclus la philoso-
phie indienne dans son histoire de la philosophie, la reconnaissant comme une
«vraie philosophie a la fois dans sa forme et dans sa méthode » ; il liste quatre éco-
les : Vedanta, Sankhya, Nyagya, Mimansa (cité dans Park 2014, chap. 3, n. 86 ; je
traduis).

Schlegel réagissait a 'exclusion de la pensée orientale de la nouvelle histoire
de la philosophie qui se développait en Allemagne dans les années 1780. Ces nou-
veaux historiens de la philosophie étaient les disciples de Kant qui ont constitué
une histoire de la philosophie distincte de I’histoire tout court, définie comme
Ihistoire du progres de la pensée.
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Cet acte qui opére une révolution symbolique, en rompant avec le genre éta-
bli des vies et doctrines de philosophes, et en séparant en méme temps la philoso-
phie de histoire des sciences et des histoires de la littérature, peut étre considéré
comme un des actes fondateurs de ’autonomisation du champ philosophique (au
sens de Bourdieu 1988), qui établit dés lors ses régles, son histoire propre, ses ré-
férences 1égitimes. Le paradoxe est que cette autonomisation passe dans ce cas
par l'exclusion des autres traditions de pensée (ainsi que par I'exclusion des fem-
mes soit dit en passant). Il n’empéche que les penseurs allemands, francais ou an-
glais du XVIII® siécle avaient d’ores et déja absorbé des pans entiers de savoirs
non-occidentaux.

La reconnaissance du non-monopole de la science par I'Occident signifie que
des systémes de connaissance peuvent coexister parallelement, voire simultané-
ment, qu’il y ait interférences ou non, ce qui remet en cause ’approche chronolo-
gique qui prévaut en histoire de sciences et conduit a la question de I'incidence
du relativisme culturel sur le relativisme épistémologique. En effet, s’il existe pa-
rallelement des épistémai incommensurables, s’inscrivant dans des traditions et
histoires différentes, comment arbitrer entre elles ? Et cela signifie-t-il que notre
savoir est toujours relatif ? Avant de revenir a cette question, je voudrais aborder
le probleme des limites épistémologiques de la pensée scientifique et du caractére
situé des savoirs.

4 Les limites de la pensée scientifique

Selon Gaston Bachelard (1993 [1938]), le savoir n’est pas cumulatif. 11 est conquis
contre les savoirs antérieurs et surtout contre le sens commun. Parmi les obsta-
cles épistémologiques les plus coriaces, il y a les préjugés, que Durkheim (1986
[1895]) appelait les « prénotions », en s’appuyant sur Francis Bacon, lequel mettait
en garde contre les «idoles », ces notions vulgaires qui se placent entre notre es-
prit et la réalité, tel un voile.

Les théories racistes sont un exemple extréme d’une pseudo-science qui vient
conforter les stéréotypes. Il en va de méme de la physiognomonie de Lavater (Du-
mont 1984). La fausse science est 1a pour nous rappeler que les entreprises scientifi-
ques remplissent des fonctions et objectifs autres que la connaissance pure. Dans
son livre sur la notion de totémisme, Lévi-Strauss (1962) analyse une erreur scienti-
fique paradigmatique. Tentant de comprendre d’ou vient 'erreur commise par
nombre d’anthropologues (notamment Frazer) a ce propos, il montre qu’elle réside
dans la confusion entre deux phénomenes : d’un c6té, le totémisme comme systeme
de dénominations collectives (les noms d’animaux donnés aux clans) ; de lautre, le
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culte des animaux ou les croyances dans I’esprit gardien, qui sont des phénome-
nes d’ordre religieux. De fait, le recours aux noms d’animaux pour désigner les
clans n’a rien de religieux. Lévi-Strauss montre qu’il s’agit d’un systeme de clas-
sification d’ordre logique : le monde des animaux propose un systéme de repré-
sentations qui permet de les distinguer par des rapports métaphoriques. Et
Lévi-Strauss d’expliquer que cette confusion reléeve d’'un ensemble de préjugés
d’idées recues, d’erreurs méthodologiques et de généralisations hatives en termes
utilitaristes ou psychologisants. Or ces erreurs, poursuit-il, ne sont pas le fruit du
hasard. Elles sont fondées sur des intéréts sociaux. La confusion provient de la
croyance en une différence d’essence entre les conduites du « primitif » et celles de
I’homme blanc occidental, différence qui repose sur 'opposition entre nature et
culture. La proximité a la nature différencierait ’homme « primitif» de ’homme
occidental « civilisé », dont la conduite aurait un fondement culturel. La notion de
« mentalité pré-logique » forgée par Lévy-Bruhl condense cet ensemble de préjugés
sous une forme savante. Elle empéche de voir la pensée logique qui sous-tend le
systeme de dénominations collectives.

Lévi-Strauss rapproche cette attitude de la conception de I'hystérie selon
Charcot, conception qui rendait les malades (en I'occurrence les femmes) radica-
lement différents des gens « normaux ». Cette notion fut critiquée par Freud qui
montra qu’il n’y avait pas une différence d’essence entre les malades et ceux qui
ne I’étaient pas, car ce qu’on appelait hystérie était juste ’accentuation ou I'invo-
lution de certains traits partagés par tout le monde.

Ainsi, la nécessité — d’ordre plus social que scientifique — d’établir une frontiére
entre gens « normaux » et « anormaux » ou entre « civilisés » et « primitifs » nous
rend aveugles & 'examen de phénoménes comparables dans nos sociétés : on pré-
fere, dit Lévi-Strauss, ne pas voir que « le malade est notre frere »> et Panthropolo-
gue de poursuivre qu’il était « plus confortable de voir dans le malade mental un
étre d’une espéce rare et singuliére, le produit objectif de fatalités externes ou inter-
nes, telles que 'hérédité, 'alcoolisme ou la débilité » (Lévi-Strauss 1962, 6).

Cet exemple rappelle combien notre savoir est dépendant de la culture dans
laquelle il s’inscrit et de nos préjugés. Autre exemple : la théorie des climats de Mon-
tesquieu, qui étudie son influence sur les hommes et la société. Comme I'a montré
Bourdieu (1980), 'argument de Montesquieu repose sur une série d’oppositions cons-
truites sur le bindme masculin/féminin : dur/mou, froid/chaud, actif/passif, condui-
sant a une opposition entre le sang-froid des peuples du Nord, pleinement maitres de

3 Citation qui semble faire écho a une phrase des « adieux » du vieillard dans le Supplément au
voyage de Bougainville (1773) de Diderot : « Celui dont tu veux t'emparer comme de la brute, le
Tahitien est ton frére ; vous étes deux enfants de la nature. »
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leurs facultés, et pouvant donc étre autonomes dans leurs opinions politiques, et le
sang chaud des peuples du sud, qui seraient passifs et sujets a des gouvernements
despotiques. Ces biais questionnent la limite entre vraie et fausse science, et I'hétéro-
nomie des savoirs par rapport a la vision du monde d’une société.

5 Comment dépasser le relativisme
épistémologique ?

Faut-il en conclure au relativisme épistémologique, qui conduirait a contester le
statut particulier de la science par rapport a la vérité ? Ou cet obstacle peut-il étre
surmonté ? Qu’est-ce qui permet de différencier la vraie science de la fausse ? Le
triomphe d’une théorie sur une autre n’est-il que le résultat d'un rapport de force
socio-politique et/ou économique, comme le laissent penser certains historiens et
sociologues des sciences ? Et s’il est impossible de nier que la science soit aux pri-
ses avec ces forces sociales, quelle peut étre sa validité ?

Dans le dernier ouvrage qu’il a publié avant sa mort, Science de la science et
réflexivité, Bourdieu (2001) proposait une solution sociologique a la question du
relativisme. Selon Bourdieu, qui est proche en cela du sociologue américain Ro-
bert Merton, la validité de la science réside dans la capacité des savants a s’éman-
ciper des intéréts sociaux extra-scientifiques. Cette capacité est I’expression de
Pautonomisation d’'un champ scientifique imposant ses propres lois, ses intéréts
spécifiques, son illusio, & savoir la croyance dans la science, que partagent les
scientifiques. L’autonomisation du champ scientifique crée les conditions d’'un in-
térét au désintéressement. Il faut rappeler que le concept de désintéressement
était synonyme, en allemand, de celui d’objectivité au XVII® siécle, a propos préci-
sément des sciences (Dear 1992).

La loi du champ scientifique impose des régles spécifiques aux luttes pour la
reconnaissance et 'imposition de théories, qui sont ’argumentation, ’'usage de
concepts communs, la cohérence, la vérification empirique, 'administration de la
preuve selon des protocoles d’expérience explicites et admis par la communauté
scientifique, etc. L’autonomie n’est jamais compléte, mais le non-respect des regles
du jeu entraine des sanctions, voire 'exclusion et la perte de capital symbolique.

Sile développement de la science dépend en bonne partie du degré d’autonomie
des sciences dans un lieu et une période donnés, et n’est donc pas linéaire?, il n’y a

4 1l y a des périodes de perte d’autonomie, comme en témoigne l'instrumentalisation de la
science sous le nazisme ; voir Ash (2021).
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pas de raison de penser que de telles conditions n’ont existé que dans ce qu’on ap-
pelle 'Occident, méme si ’émergence de champs scientifiques est largement un phé-
nomene moderne, qui s’inscrit dans le processus de sécularisation. En outre, le degré
d’autonomie varie d’une science a ’autre et selon les configurations socio-politiques.
Par exemple, la sociologie a été constituée comme une science a I'époque du colo-
nialisme conquérant, qui a vu fleurir les théories raciales, lesquelles servaient de
justifications lettrées des agissements coloniaux (Reynaud-Paligot 2006). Mais I’é-
cole durkheimienne affirme son autonomie a I'égard des intéréts coloniaux, recon-
naissant pleinement l'existence d’autres sociétés et d’autres cultures contre les
théories évolutionnistes qui voyaient dans les peuples dits « primitifs » des résidus
d’étapes passées du processus de civilisation. Durkheim a d’ailleurs été violemment
attaqué pour avoir traité les religions non-monothéistes comme des religions a part
entiere (Sapiro 2004a). De méme, 'anthropologie structurale de Lévi-Strauss a of-
fert un paradigme qui permettait de sortir 'ethnologie francaise des prénotions co-
loniales dont elle était saturée.

Bourdieu donne un exemple de ces prénotions en évoquant ses recherches
en Algérie. Il avait lu les orientalistes qui disaient « les primitifs n’ont pas d’ave-
nir ». Or Bourdieu, qui recourait a des méthodes d’observation ethnographique,
observait les paysans kabyles faire des provisions pour I’hiver : ils se projetaient
donc bien dans un a-venir. Il s’agissait toutefois d'un temps cyclique, différent de
la conception linéaire du temps de la modernité capitaliste, ou I'on fait des projets
pour le futur (épargne, scolarisation des enfants, etc.). Pour comprendre ce rap-
port au temps, Bourdieu a recouru a la philosophie de Husserl, qui distingue «la
protension comme visée pratique d’un a-venir inscrit dans le présent, donc appré-
hendé comme déja 1a et doté de la modalité doxique du présent, et le projet
comme position d’une future constitué comme tel, c’est-a-dire comme pouvant ad-
venir ou ne pas advenir » (Bourdieu 1987, 22). Cette conception du temps est en
rupture avec la conception spontanéiste et discontinuiste de la théorie de I'action
que Sartre reprend a la tradition rationaliste cartésienne, celle de la libre projec-
tion du sujet dans le futur, que Bourdieu va critiquer d’un point de vue sociolo-
gique (Sapiro 2004b).

Enfin, si'on s’accorde pour dire que la science n’est pas homogéne et unifiée, et
quil y a parfois des théories concurrentes, voire incommensurables, dans un méme
domaine, dont certaines continuent a étre valides a une certaine échelle a I'instar de
la physique de Newton, sans I'étre & un autre niveau, comme I’a montré la théorie de
la relativité d’Einstein, alors on peut admettre qu’il y a des domaines du savoir hors
du monde occidental. Qui plus est, les contacts interculturels du passé témoignent de
Penrichissement que peuvent apporter les épistémologies dites du sud. On sait au
moins depuis Kuhn, et aussi depuis ’étude sociologique de Ben-David et Collins
(1966) sur le cas de la psychologie, que les systémes de connaissance, les paradigmes,
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les théories scientifiques se renouvellent par emprunts et importation d’éléments,
concepts, méthodes, d’autres sciences, voire d’autres domaines (par exemple les
arts) ; ou encore par des syntheses raisonnées entre théories (Bourdieu a, par
exemple, opéré une telle synthése des théories de Durkheim, Marx et Weber, en
proposant un dépassement). Ces confrontations stimulent 'imagination scienti-
fique, et soulévent des problémes qui demandent a étre résolus — c’est par cela
que la science progresse (Zald 1995).

Se pose néanmoins la question de I'incommensurabilité. Comment peut-on
emprunter des concepts s’ils dépendent d’un autre systeme ? Faut-il tomber dans
I’éclectisme que revendiquaient les philosophe populaires allemands du XVIII®
siecle ? Pas nécessairement. On peut en effet suggérer une autre voie.

Dans un article sur les rapports entre la philosophie et I'histoire, le philo-
sophe Pascal Engel (1995) évoque la controverse entre Claude Panaccio et Alain
de Libera a propos de 'usage que fait Panaccio des concepts d’Occam en les ex-
trayant de leur contexte, usage que de Libera conteste au nom du holisme et du
relativisme historique. Prenant partie pour le premier, Engel distingue entre
deux acceptions du holisme : I'une supposant des «liens d’interdépendance entre
les théses d’un philosophe dans divers domaines et entre son ceuvre et celle de
ses contemporains » ; 'autre impliquant que la «réalité » dont parle un philo-
sophe est toujours interne au « monde » qu’il élabore et a celui qu’élaboreraient
ses contemporains. Si le premier sens lui parait une évidence, le second est selon
lui inacceptable.

Or l'idée d’incommensurabilité, de méme que la notion d’intraduisibilité qui
lui est souvent associée, ne dit rien sur I’existence ou non d’une réalité extérieure,
elle parle juste des différentes maniéres d’appréhender une telle réalité, a I'instar
de I’étoile du soir et de I’étoile du matin de Frege. Davidson (1973) a de longue
date pointé les incohérences du présupposé d’intraduisibilité du relativisme
conceptuel. Par ailleurs, le saut ontologique opéré par Goodman a partir de la
pluralité des perceptions du monde vers la pluralité des mondes n’a rien de né-
cessaire. Mais la position de relativisme historique radical qu’adopte de Libera ne
parait pas acceptable pour d’autres raisons : tout notre savoir est fait d’emprunts
et d’'importations de systéme en systéme, et méme si les termes prennent un sens
nouveau dans le nouveau systéme sémantique dans lequel ils s’inscrivent, cela
n’invalide pas le systeme en soi.

Par ailleurs, 'approche historique discontinuiste ne permet pas d’expliquer
la transmission qui s’opére malgré tout (méme si de facon variable) d’une période
a lautre (transmission d’un corpus de connaissance, de modes de raisonnement,
etc.), et qui rend la communication possible, fit-ce au prix de malentendus.
Comme l’expliquait Bertrand Russell, la communication suppose nécessairement
une discontinuité entre le contexte ou le concept a été élaboré et celui ou il est



68 —— Gisele Sapiro

réemployé, et ou il produit de nouvelles associations. Au sein d’'un méme paradi-
gme, on peut du reste aussi constater des variations dans l'interprétation et 'u-
sage des concepts.

De méme, si I'on peut s’accorder sur 'incommensurabilité entre systémes oc-
cidentaux et non-occidentaus, il faut tenir compte des circulations de ces savoirs
dans les deux directions. Par exemple, tandis que les missionnaires identifiaient
les doctrines chinoises traditionnelles comme de la « philosophie », cette notion
fut introduite en Chine via le Japon au XIX® siécle et a produit une intense acti-
vité, y compris la relecture de la pensée traditionnelle chinoise par ce nouveau
prisme : Hu Shi a ainsi tenté de trouver une pensée philosophique pragmatique
dans la Chine ancienne, tout au long de son livre de 1922 The Development of the
Logical Method in Ancient China, qui a exhumé des penseurs auparavant margi-
nalisés par le courant confucéen dominant (Defoort 2005 ; Feng 1983, 73).

Si l'incommensurabilité et I'intraduisibilité étaient complétes, comment pour-
rait-on expliquer les phénomenes d’apprentissage, d’appropriation et d’hybridation ?
Holisme ne signifie pas étanchéité, cela signifie juste que les éléments prennent sens
dans un systéme, il faut donc comparer les systémes et trouver des homologues
structuraux ou fonctionnels. Si la notion d’intraduisible (Cassin 2004) vient rappeler
les limites des équivalences structurales dans les systémes de communication (Apter
2006), elle ne rend pas compte des opérations de traduction qui s’effectuent malgré
cela. Certes, celles-ci ne sont pas exemptes de malentendus (Bourdieu 2002). Et certes,
lapprentissage d’'un autre systéme de pensée est coliteux, colit qui est un des freins
les plus puissants aux révolutions scientifiques, comme 'a souligné Kuhn. L’étre a
intérét a persévérer dans son étre selon Spinoza. Cest pourquoi la confrontation aux
épistémologies dites du sud doit reposer sur un acte volontariste. Et il nous incite a
suivre l'invite de Hilary Putnam (2002) a dépasser I'opposition entre historicisme et
positivisme.

6 Conclusion

En conclusion, le relativisme culturel ne mene pas nécessairement au relativisme
épistémologique. Une histoire décentrée et transnationale des sciences porte actuel-
lement au jour les contacts et circulations entre les cultures, notamment dans le
domaine scientifique, qui n’étaient pas des univers étanches. Elle réveéle aussi le
processus historique d’occultation de ces échanges et de construction d’une histoire
« occidentale » épurée de ses apports « non occidentaux », notions qui sont elles-
mémes le fruit de constructions ayant eu pour effet (recherché) d’accentuer les dif-
férences culturelles et de dénier les circulations. Ces échanges témoignent du fait
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quincommensurabilité ne signifie pas étanchéité et que si les emprunts, importa-
tions, appropriations, modifient, transforment les concepts, théories et méthodes
(ce qui est vrai aussi quand on s’approprie les auteurs canoniques), les systemes de
pensées, ou paradigmes, ou programmes de recherche suivant le concept du philo-
sophe Imre Lakatos, se nourrissent les uns des autres méme lorsqu’ils sont incom-
patibles, voire incommensurables. Il en résulte que la progression des savoirs n’est
pas et ne peut étre linéaire. Mais la pluralité de paradigmes ou de théories concur-
rentes ne remet en cause ni 'existence d'une réalité qui leur est extérieure, ni la
validité de certaines d’entre elles (plus que d’autres), que cette validité ait une por-
tée universelle ou située dans I’espace-temps, d’ordre causal, probabiliste ou struc-
tural, atemporel, tendanciel ou conj oncturel®.

Références bibliographiques

Apter, Emily. The Translation Zone. A New Comparative Literature. Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2006.

Ash, Mitchell. « The Suppression and Misuses of Academic Freedom During the Nazi Regime. »
TRAFO - Blog for Transregional Research, 03.03.2021. https://trafo.hypotheses.org/26855.

Bachelard, Gaston. La Formation de I’esprit scientifique. Paris : Vrin, 1993 [1938].

Ben-David, Joseph, et Randall Collins. « Social factors in the origins of a new science : the case of
psychology. » American Sociological Review 31.4 (1966) : 451-465.

Boghossian, Paul. La Peur du savoir. Sur le relativisme & le constructivisme de la connaissance. Trad.
Ophelia Deroy. Marseille : Agone, 2006.

Bourdieu, Pierre. « Le Nord et le Midi : Contribution a une analyse de I'effet Montesquieu ». Actes de
la recherche en sciences sociales 35 (1980) : 21-25.

. Choses dites. Paris : Minuit, 1987.

———. [’Ontologie politique de Martin Heidegger. Paris : Minuit, 1988.

. « Deux impérialismes de I'universel ». L’Amérique des Frangais. Ed. Christine Fauré et Tom

Bishop. Paris : F. Bourin, 1992. 149-156.

. Science de la science et réflexivité. Paris : Raisons d’agir, 2001.

. « Les conditions sociales de la circulation internationale des idées ». Actes de la recherche en
sciences sociales 145 (2002) : 3-8.

Cassin, Barbara. Ed. Vocabulaire européen des philosophies. Dictionnaire des intraduisibles. Paris : Seuil /
Le Robert, 2004.

Davidson, Donald. « On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme. » Proceedings and Addresses of the
American Philosophical Association 47 (1973-1974) : 5-20.

5 A rebours de la thése de «1’égale validité » avancée par nombre de constructivistes (voir la
critique de cette these par Boghossian 2006, 155-156), je pense comme nombre d’épistémologues
que ce n’est pas parce qu’il y a différentes manieres de construire et de représenter le monde
qu’elle se valent toutes.


https://trafo.hypotheses.org/26855

70 —— Giséle Sapiro

Dear, Peter. « From Truth to Distinterestedness in the Seventeenth Century. » Social Studies of Science
22(1992) : 619-631.

Defoort, Carine. « Existe-t-il une philosophie chinoise ? Typologie des arguments d’un débat
largement implicite ». Extréme-Orient, Extréme-Occident 27 (2005) : 67-89.

Duhem, Pierre. La Théorie physique : son objet, sa structure. Lyon : Presses de I’ENS, 2016 [1906].

Dumont, Martine. « Le succées mondain d’une fausse science ». Actes de la recherche en sciences
sociales 54 (1984) : 2-30.

Durkheim, Emile. Les Régles de la méthode sociologique. Paris : Presses universitaires de France, 1986
[1895].

Engel, Pascal. « La philosophie peut-elle échapper a I'histoire ? » Passés recomposés. Champs et
chantiers de Phistoire. Ed. Jean Boutier et Dominique Julia. Paris : Autrement, 1995. 96-111.

Feng, Youlan. A History of Chinese Philosophy. Princeton : Princeton University Press, 1983.

Feyerabend, Paul. Against Method : Outline of an Anarchistic Theory of Knowledge. London : New Left
Books, 1975.

Foucault, Michel. Les Mots et les choses. Paris : Gallimard, 1966.

——. L’Archéologie du savoir. Paris : Gallimard, 1968.

Geertz, Clifford. « Anti Anti-Relativism. » Relativism. A Contemporary Anthology. Ed. Michael Krausz.
New York : Columbia University Press, 2010. 371-392.

Goodman, Nelson. Maniéres de faire des mondes. Trad. M.-D. Popelard. Paris : Gallimard, 2007.

Jeanpierre, Laurent. « Une opposition structurante pour I'anthropologie structurale : Lévi-Strauss
contre Gurvitch, la guerre de deux exilés francais aux Etats-Unis ». Revue d’Histoire des Sciences
Humaines 11.2 (2004) : 13-44.

Kuhn, Thomas. The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1962.

Lévi-Strauss, Claude. Race et histoire. Paris : Gallimard « Folio Essais », 1987.

. Le Totémisme aujourd’hui. Paris : Presses universitaires de France, 1962.

Livingstone, David. Putting Science in Its Place : Geographies of Scientific Knowledge. Chicago :
University of Chicago Press, 2003.

Lloyd, G.E.R. Disciplines in the Making. Oxford : Oxford University Press, 2009.

Loyer, Emmanuelle. Lévi-Strauss. Paris : Flammarion, 2015.

Mankiewicz, Richard. The Story of Mathematics. Princeton : Princeton University Press, 2004 [2001].

Park, Peter K. . Africa, Asia, and the History of Philosophy : Racism in the Formation of the Philosophical
Canon, 1780-1830. Albany : State University of New York Press, 2014.

Popper, Karl. Conjectures and Refutations : The Growth of Scientific Knowledge. New York : Basic Books,
1962.

Poskett, James. Copernic et Newton n’étaient pas seuls. Ce que la science moderne doit aux sociétés non
européennes. Trad. Charles Frankel. Paris : Seuil, 2022.

Putnam, Hilary. « On historicism. » Realism and Reason. Philosophical Papers, t. 3. Cambridge :
Cambridge University Press, 2002. 287-308.

Quine, William Orman. « Two dogmas of empiricism. » The Philosophical Review 60 (1951) : 20-43.

. « On the Reason for Indeterminacy of Translation. » Journal of Philosophy 67.6 (1970) :

178-183.

. « Les deux dogmes de Pempirisme ». De Vienne a Cambridge. Trad. Pierre Jacob. Ed. Pierre
Jacob. Paris : Gallimard, 1980, 93-120.

Raj, Kapil. Relocating Modern Science : Circulation and the Construction of Knowledge in South Asia and
Europe, 1650-1900. Basingstoke, New York : Palgrave Macmillan, 2007.

. « History of science and intellectual history ». The Routledge Handbook to the History and

Sociology of ideas. Ed. Sefanos Geroulanos et Giséle Sapiro. London : Routledge, sous presse.




Le décentrement épistémologique conduit-il au relativisme ?  =—— 71

Reynaud-Paligot, Carole. La République raciale (1860-1930). Paradigme social et idéologie républicaine,
1860-1930. Paris : Presses universitaires de France, 2006.

Said, Edward. Orientalism. London : Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978.

Sapiro, Gisele. « Défense et illustration de ‘’honnéte homme’. Les hommes de lettres contre la
sociologie ». Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales 153.3 (2004a) : 11-27.

.« Une liberté contrainte. La formation de la théorie de I’habitus », suivi d’'un entretien avec
Pierre Bourdieu. Pierre Bourdieu, sociologue. Ed. Louis Pinto, Gisele Sapiro et Patrick
Champagne. Paris : Fayard, 2004b, 49-91.

Wacquant, Loic. The Invention of the ‘Underclass’ : A Studly in the Politics of Knowledge. Cambridge :
Polity Press, 2022.

Withers, Charles W. Placing the Enlightenment : Thinking Geographically about the Age of Reason.
Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 2007.

Zald, Meyer. « Progress and Cumulation in the Human Sciences after the Fall. » Sociological Forum
10.3 (1995) : 455-479.







Part II: Narrative (and) World Production

Deuxiéme partie : La fabrique narrative du monde






Christopher M. Hutton

From Acoustic Space to the Global Village:
Linearity and the Western Intellectual
Imagination

Abstract: Linearity is a key organising concept in modern Western thought. It is
central to Saussure’s Cours de linguistique générale (1972 [1916]), and to intellec-
tual debates concerning the relation of writing to speech. In the background to
the Cours, an ongoing revolt against linear notions of time and space was taking
place. This foregrounding of the non-linear was characteristic of modernist art
and literature, as well as science, in particular mathematics and physics. The cri-
tique of linearity defined French poststructuralism of the 1960s and 1970s, and
has been integral to feminist, anti-modern, anti-universalist, as well as postcolo-
nial, interventions. Marshall McLuhan identified in writing, and in particular
printing, a powerfully deterministic reductionism; more radical critics saw the in-
troduction/imposition of writing and printing as destructive of many non-western
cultural ecologies. It is proposed that non-linearity be seen as a minor universal,
and linearity as a form of order created out of it.

Keywords: linearity, writing versus speech, modernism, poststructuralism, post-
colonialism, Marshall McLuhan

1 Introduction

This chapter reviews the concept of linearity as set out in Saussure’s Cours de linguis-
tique générale (1972 [1916]). The discussion then surveys the pervasive intellectual at-
tacks on linearity which became fashionable towards the end of the nineteenth
century, and which, in the twentieth century, characterised the avant garde, much of
artistic and literary modernism, post-WWII counter-culture, and postmodernism.
Linearity refers to sequence in space or time. An utterance can be thought of as a
sequence of spoken words, just as in writing there is a sequential order that leads
from the beginning of a sentence (paragraph, page, or book) to the end. Linear rea-
soning follows a line from premise to conclusion (for example, the syllogism). Effect

Note: My thanks go to Adam Jaworski, David Karlander, Don Kulick, Markus Messling, and Adrian
Pablé for helpful discussion and suggestions.

8 Open Access. © 2023 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. [[(c<) IZ2=CH| This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110798494-005
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follows cause. The passage of time is a line or arrow leading from the past through
the present into the future. For its critics, linearity is associated with the oppressive
features of Enlightenment modernity, as symbolised by the universalist ideal of the
straight line. Linearity stands for the colonisation of human consciousness and the
lifeworld by regimented temporal and spatial organisation, and the destruction of
non-linear human social orders and ecological systems.

2 Linearity in Saussure

The Cours made the linear character of the signifier the second fundamental prin-
ciple of the study of language, the first being the arbitrary nature of the sign. Lin-
earity followed directly from the oral character of spoken language (1972 [1916],
103): “Le signifiant, étant de nature auditive, se déroule dans le temps seul et a les
caracteres qu’il emprunte au temps: a) il représente une étendue, et b) cette éten-
due est mesurable dans une seule dimension: c’est une ligne.” In contrast to visual
signs, e.g., nautical signaling systems, where more than one dimension might be
exploited at the same time, speech was purely linear (1972 [1916], 145), “leurs élé-
ments se présentent I'un apres l'autre; ils forment une chaine. Ce caractére appa-
rait des qu’on les représente par I'écriture et qu’on substitut la ligne spatiale des
signes graphiques a la succession dans le temps.” Speech was continuous and
undifferentiated (1972 [1916], 145): “Considérée en elle-méme, elle n’est quune
ligne, un ruban continu, ou 'oreille ne percoit aucune division suffisante et pré-
cise; pour cela il faut faire appel aux significations”. In listening to an unfamiliar
language, there was no way of dividing the “ruban amorphe” of sound into dis-
crete units.

Yet, for Saussure, the primacy of speech notwithstanding, writing was key to
knowing and grasping language (1972 [1916], 44): “Ainsi, bien que I’écriture soit en
elle-méme étrangére au systéme interne, il est impossible de faire abstraction
d’un procédé par lequel la langue est sans cesse figure; il est nécessaire d’en con-
naitre l'utilité, les défauts et les dangers”. This was the case, even though studying
writing in order to understand language was akin to scrutinising the photograph
rather than the actual face of the person one wanted to know (1972 [1916], 45).
While writing offered a potential trap, it was also indispensable (1972 [1916], 55):
“Quand on supprime P'écriture par la pensée, celui qu’on prive de cette image sen-
sible risqué de ne plus apercevoir qu'une masse informe dont il ne sait que faire.
Cest comme si 'on retirait & apprenti nageur sa ceinture de liége”. Given this,
the link between word and written image was much more easily grasped than
the link between word and sound. The visual was more powerful (1972 [1916], 46):
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“Pécriture voile la vue de la langue: elle n’est pas un vétement, mais un traves-
tissement” (1972 [1916], 51-52). But this link to sound was “le lien naturel, le seul
véritable, celui du son” (1972 [1916], 46). Chinese writing was ideographic, and
therefore did not mislead in the same way as alphabetic script (1972 [1916], 48).

While arbitrariness is the property of relationships established by the system
(langue), temporal sequence is a property of speech (parole). There is no succession
or sequence in langue: “denn in der langue gibt es keine Sukzessivitat, sondern nur
Simultaneitdt (was eine hierarchische Ordnung nicht ausschliefst” (Wunderli 1972,
228 fn).! The Saussurean sign is somehow required to be both atemporal and tem-
poral (Hutton 1990). Langue is a closed or, rather, semi-closed system, in that it re-
organises in a non-teleological process under stimulation from parole. Self-organising
systems cannot be linear, by definition. Unlike land, where value reflects potential
income, and therefore its value has some kind of natural basis, linguistic values can-
not be traced through time and are not anchored in the world of things (Saussure
1972 [1916], 116-117). This model places all languages (langues) on the same level as
autonomous, autopoietic structures.

The Cours gives priority to the temporal (sound sequence) over the spatial
(visual arrangement). Vandendorpe echoes this priority:

La linéarité se dit d’une série d’éléments qui se suivent dans un ordre intangible ou prééta-
bli. Parfaitement exemplifiée par la succession des heures et des jours, elle releve essen-
tiellement de l'ordre et du temps, mais s’applique aussi a un espace réduit aux points d’une
droite (1999, 41).

Chandler counters (2007, 110): “Reversing Saussure’s priorities, we will begin with
spatial rather than temporal relations.” Attacks on the concept of linearity fre-
quently reflect distrust of the manner in which writing, in particular alphabetic
writing, represents, or distorts, speech. One response to the Cours therefore is to
argue that it fell victim to the very pathology which it warned against, namely the
tyranny of the alphabet (Harris 1987, 69-78). If this is correct, it would imply that
the universalism of the Saussurean model is illusory, given that the representa-
tion of speech offered there is mediated through the affordances of alphabetic
writing.

A further way in which linearity is attributed to the Cours is in relation to the
“circuit de la parole” (1972 [1916], 26-27). For many commentators, this represents a
one-dimensional, highly reductionist, model of communication, with the linguistic
system as “the conduit through which ‘meanings’ are transmitted from ‘speaker’ to
‘hearer”” (Blommaert 2014, 2). This model is perceived as linear because it suggests

1 “In langue there is no succession, but only simultaneity (which does not preclude a hierarchi-
cal ordering).”
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direct transmission. Harris (1987, 163-174) characterises this as a “telementational”
theory of communication. In media studies this is sometimes referred to as a
“transportation model” (see E. McLuhan 2008).

3 The late-nineteenth century intellectual
context

Saussure’s foregrounding of linearity stands in dramatic contrast to the late nine-
teenth century attack on linear modes of representation in artistic and literary
modernism. Developments in non-Euclidian geometry and physics had raised com-
plex questions about straight lines in space and time (Henderson 2013, 101-103).
These debates were part of the intellectual public sphere, with mathematicians like
Henri Poincaré having an impact in the visual arts: “Poincaré offered a conception
of space as a joint experience of visual and tactile space, which intrigued pictorial
artists, and even writers” (Botz-Bornstein 2021, 135). Poincaré’s Méthode nouvelles
de la mécanique celeste (1892) was an important landmark in the development of
chaos theory, which in popularised form was to have extensive ramifications in the
humanities and social sciences (see for example Manzoor 2003; Yesilorman 2017).
The popular science notion of a fourth dimension was a hot topic in theosophy,
Occultism, avant garde art, and modernist literature, and was debated in periodi-
cals such as Revue philosophique and the Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale
(Henderson 2013). Esprit Jouffret’s Traité élémentaire de géométrie a quatre dimen-
sions (1903) had an impact on Cubist practice (Henderson 2013, 22, 126). Atonality in
musical composition reflected a desire to break with linearity: “the quintessential ex-
pression of linearity is the tonal system” (Kramer 1981). Literary modes such as
stream of consciousness, as exemplified in Edouard Dujardin’s Les lauriers sont
coupés (2001 [1888]), sought to capture the associative nature of thinking, as did the
psychologist William James in his famous image of the “river” or “stream” of thought:
“Consciousness [. . .] does not appear to itself chopped in bits” (1890, 239). More radi-
cally, the symbolist movement rejected both linear forms and unitary consciousness.
Stéphane Mallarmé’s Le Livre, while not published until 1957 (Scherer 1957), reflects
an intellectual scene which sees the break with linearity and the unitary self as the
key to renewing and revitalising literary form (Benoit 1993). Experiment with typo-
graphical arrangement blurred the boundary between the linguistic and the pictorial,
notably in Guillaume Apollinaire’s Calligrammes (1918) (Shingler 2011). Given this
search for renewal and vital forms, there are extensive links between the avant
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garde and fascism (Adamson 2001), as in Filippo Tommaso Marinetti’s anti-linear
Distruzione della sintassi: inmaginazione senza fili; parole in liberta (1998 [1913]).2

The modernist break with linearity and a unified point of view is exemplified
in Virginia Woolf’s story Kew Garden, first published 1919 (Woolf 1921). The celebra-
tion of the non-linear, associative consciousness is fundamental to James Joyce’s
Ulysses (1922). In Finnegan’s Wake (1939), the rejection of linearity is pushed close to
the point of simultaneity as nonsense, with dense punning, word-association, and
etymological games. At the macro-level, Finnegan’s Wake foregrounds cycles of his-
tory over linear time and plot, drawing, it has been argued, on Giambattista Vico’s
Principj di Scienza Nuova (New Science), first published in 1725 (Verene 1987). This
turn to ideas of contingency and flux constituted for Wyndham Lewis a “mystical
time-cult” (1927, I, 3). Lewis associated this cult in particular with Henri Bergson’s
“Time-view, the flux” (1927, I, 3). Einsteinian relativity and quantum mechanics had
been popularised, and these theories were now treated as being of general philo-
sophical and political significance (Lewis 1927, 1, 12-14). This elevation of “intuitive,
instinctual world of interpenetration and constant flux” led to forms of relativism
and the shattering of “the order and stability associated with space by seeing every-
thing as time and motion” (Campbell 1983, 362, 351).

One way to frustrate linearity in artistic production was to inject chance and
spontaneity into the creative process, thereby breaking the causal linear link be-
tween the artistic intention and the product. Tristan Tzara’s “Pour faire un poéme
dadaiste” (1920 [1916]) describes a cut-up procedure (découpé) for rearranging the
words of a text at random. The artist Joseph Cornell cut up, rearranged, and re-
duced George Melford’s feature film, East of Borneo (1931), adding new scenes,
projecting it at a slower speed and through blue glass. In creating the experimen-
tal film Rose Hobart (1936), Cornell “eliminated any obligation to the linear time
and causality, the straight story, of Melford’s film” (Hammond 2000, 18). Accord-
ing to Charles Sirat6’s Manifeste Dimensioniste (1936), literature was now obliged
to escape the constraints of the line: “sotrir [sic] de la ligne et a passer dans le
plan”. Gertrude Stein’s Ida (1941) sought to undermine linear ways of reading and
thinking: “Without temporality, Ida’s oppositional discourse becomes “spatial”
and therefore frustrates the readerly desire for linearity, order, and sense”
(Murphy 2001, 5).

2 ‘Destruction of syntax—imagination without strings —words in-freedom’.
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4 Post-war intellectuals and linearity

The critique of Saussurean linearity defined the French intellectual scene of the
1960s and 1970s, identifying its uncanny non-linear opposite in Saussure’s obses-
sion with anagrams (Lacan 1957, 1966; Starobinski 1964; Testenoire 2012). As
Joseph (2012, 488) puts it, there seemed to be two Saussures, one “who insisted
by day on the linearity of linguistic signs” and another who “by night sat in his
study obsessed with signs broken up and arranged in non-linear order.” In post-
structuralism, the text became a dynamic object without a unitary, agentive au-
thor (Barthes 1968), set in an intertextual field of relations with other texts. One
key influence was Mikhail Bakhtin, whose work was first promoted in France by
Julia Kristeva (Kristeva 1967, 1969). A text was “un appareil translinguistique qui
redistribue 'ordre de la langue, en mettant en relation une parole communicative
visant I'information directe, avec différents types d’énoncés antérieurs ou syn-
chroniques” (Kristeva 1968, 103). In Kristeva’s La Révolution du langage poétique,
a study of Mallarmé, the chora can be equated with non-linearity, in that it de-
scribes “une articulation toute provisoire, essentiellement mobile, constituée de
mouvements et de leurs stases éphémeres” (Kristeva 1974, 23). In revolutionary
poetic language there is a struggle between deep rhythm and linearity:

Toute la rythmique dont nous avons parlé plus haut est un combat contre la linéarité syn-
taxique a travers, avec et dans sa nécessité inévitable. La mélodie, les intonations, les scan-
sions de phrases obtenues par des inversions, visent a découper cette linéarité, a la varier a
I'intérieur de ses propres limites (Kristeva 1974, 270).

Feminist theorists of the period shared a common rejection of linear modes
(Irigaray 1977). Derrida’s De la grammatologie included a sustained engage-
ment with Saussurean linearity, drawing on the work of André Leroi-Gourhan
(see Mainberger 2019, 400). Linearity is characterised by the unsustainable repres-
sion of an underlying pluri-dimensionality:

La ligne ne représente qu'un modéle particulier, quel que soit son privilege. Ce modéle est
devenu modele et il reste, en tant que modeéle, inaccessible. Si 'on tient pour acquis que la
linéarité du langage ne va pas sans ce concept vulgaire et mondain de la temporalité (homo-
géne, dominée par la forme du maintenant et I'idéal du mouvement continu, droit ou circu-
laire) dont Heidegger montre qu’il détermine de I'intérieur toute ’ontologie, d’Aristote a
Hegel, 1a méditation de I'écriture et la déconstruction de l'histoire de la philosophie devien-
nent inséparables (Derrida 1967, 128).

For Baudrillard, linearity was at odds with the complex simultaneities and affec-
tive density of the human mind, and offered an impoverished view of time, space,
and in particular history:
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Dans l'espace euclidien de lhistoire, le chemin le plus rapide d’un point a un autre est la
ligne droite, celle du Progres et de la Démocratie. Mais ceci ne vaut que pour ’espace liné-
aire des Lumieres. Dans le nétre, 'espace non euclidien de la fin du siécle, une courbure
maléfique détourne invinciblement toutes les trajectoires. Liée sans doute a la sphéricité du
temps (visible a ’horizon de la fin du siécle comme celle de la terre a I'horizon de fin de
journée) ou a la subtile distorsion du champ de gravité (Baudrillard 1992, 25-26).

Textual difficulty or obscurity was celebrated as a stimulus to non-linear reading
and re-reading practices. Discussing Rimbaud’s prose poem “Promontoire”, Michael
Riffaterre (1982, 632) concluded: “I’obscurité n’est donc pas simplement une diffi-
culté, voire une impasse. C’est un passage initiatique, c’est le moyen d’un exercice
verbal qui consiste pour le lecteur a se soumettre & une autre discipline que celle
de la linéarité. L’obscurité est donc de nature figurale. L’obscurité est un trope”. A
work such as Mille plateaux (Deleuze and Guattari 1980) — to put it at its simplest —
seeks to perform an even more radical step away from Saussurean linearity, most
obviously with concepts such as agencement and rhizome. Much the same could be
said of the entire post-modern pantheon (Landow 1994, 25).

One can trace these ideas down through the twentieth century and beyond,
across a wide range of contexts and genres. William Burroughs reanimated the
avant garde technique of cut-up in producing novels such as The Soft Machine
(1961). Cran (2013, 308) argues that these texts are a form of collage, and that the
reader should “disregard expectations of verbal linearity and plot and view the
page as a sequence of images.” As Timothy Leary put it: “Books are too static, out-
dated, linear” (cited in Perry 1991). Experimentation with LSD was intended to ex-
pand consciousness beyond the confines of linearity. This dovetailed with the
new electronic age:

The generation gap is a species mutation. Electronics and psychedelics have shattered the
sequence of orderly linear identification, the automatic imitation that provides racial and
social continuity. The kids today just won’t grow up to be like their parents. They are pulsat-
ing television grids. They move consciousness around by switching channel knobs. Tune in.
Tune out. Flick on. Correct image focus. Adjust brightness (Leary 1968, 162).

Linear time was associated with western modernity and a destructive teleology
that sought dominance over the natural world (Meyer 1967). Ingold describes how
the straight line has been misleadingly identified with artificiality, describing “a
powerful impulse in modern thought to equate the march of progress, whether of
culture or civilisation, with the increasing domination of an unruly — and there-
fore non-linear — nature” (2007, 155). The esoteric philosopher Raymond Abellio
juxtaposed the impoverished linearity of language with the spherical nature of
reality: “Parler de I’émergence de la conscience transcendantale et de la transfor-
mation de la linéarité en sphéricité est une seule et méme chose” (Abellio 1965,
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92; see Faivre 1996). In similar vein, Alan Watts, the populariser of Zen Buddhism,
argued that “the linear one-at-a-time character of speech” was at odds with life
itself “which does not proceed in this cumbersome, linear fashion” (2011 [1957], 8).

5 The Toronto School and linearity

One sustained challenge to linear modalities came from the Toronto School of
communication studies. This diverse grouping of scholars included Harold Innes,
Marshall McLuhan, George Grant, Edmund Carpenter, Dorothy Lee, Walter J. Ong,
and Robert K. Logan. To this list one should add the historian of art and architec-
ture Sigfried Giedion, and the British classicist Eric Havelock, who was professor
at the University of Toronto from 1929 to 1947. One feature of this school was an
emphasis on modalities of interconnection, technologies of communication, and
pathways of economic and cultural exchange (Innis 1950). Havelock argued that
the invention of alphabetic writing in ancient Greece was the key technological
innovation that led to the rise of the West. Printing was a further, more abstract,
stage in the development of linear modes of organisation. The affordances of al-
phabetic writing represented a profound leap forward in human development,
enabling new forms of societal organisation, revolutionising cognition, extending
individual and collective memory, and allowing sequential reasoning and ab-
stract normative thinking as found in logic and law (Havelock 1982, 1986). Put sim-
Ply, “the alphabet creates the environmental conditions under which abstract
theoretical science flourishes” (Logan 1986, 54). However others noted a balance of
loss and gains (Ong 2002 [1982]). There was anxiety about the effects of technologi-
cal modernity, in particular the saturation of modern media (Grant 1969; Postman
1992). Technology and mechanisation were threatening to alienate humanity from
the authentic grounds of its being (Giedion 1948). Taylorism and the Fordist produc-
tion-line were symptoms of the linearity of industrial civilisation (Maier 1970).
Some off-shoots of the Toronto school found in alphabetic writing the source of the
destructive impact of Western modernity on non-Western cultures (Abram 1997).
Shlain (1988) argued that the rise of patriarchy reflected the impact of alphabetic
writing and literacy. It had led to the domination of the brain’s left hemisphere,
which was linear, abstract, masculine, over the holistic, iconic, feminine right.
Reflecting a common trope, the anthropologist-linguist Dorothy Lee saw the
lineal versus non-lineal as the key to the Western/non-Western binary (1960, 140):
“In our own culture, the line is so basic that we take it for granted, as given in
reality. We see it in visible nature, between material points, and we see it be-
tween metaphorical points such as days or acts.” The Trobriand islanders by
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contrast “do not describe their activity lineally; they do no dynamic relating of
acts; they do not use even so innocuous a connective as and” (1960, 144). While
their activities are patterned, “the Trobrianders do not act on an assumption of
lineality at any level” (1960, 454). Benjamin Lee Whorf argued that the Hopi had
no notion of linear time:

I find it gratuitous to assume that a Hopi who knows only the Hopi language and the cul-
tural ideas of his own society has the same notions, often supposed to be intuitions, of time
and space as we have, and that are generally assumed to be universal. In particular he has
no notion or intuition of time as a smooth flowing continuum in which everything in the
universe proceeds at an equal rate, out of a future into a present and into a past (Whorf
1956, 57).

The Hopi understanding of time was closer to the reality of the universe in flux,
that is, the picture presented by modern physics, than the static, abstract (Aristo-
telian) categories reflected in the structure of European languages (Rollins 1972).
At the centre of these debates was Marshall McLuhan. McLuhan is best known
for the slogan “the medium is the message” (McLuhan 1964, 7) and the term global
village. Fundamental to his understanding of media was the notion that technology
including speech and writing, functions as an extension of the human nervous sys-
tem (McLuhan 1964). Speech was a technology or medium, just like writing, albeit
the most fundamental one (Carpenter and McLuhan 1956, 46): “English is a mass
medium. All languages are mass media. The new mass media — film, radio, televi-
sion — are new languages, their grammars as yet unknown.” Communication was
not a matter of transporting ideas from sender to receiver, but rather of transfor-
mation (E. McLuhan 2008, 31-32). The natural/artificial distinction was of no rele-
vance, given that speech represented the most fundamental extension of man.
Speech was not linear, since it was a process of continuous reaction “even to our
own act of speaking.” By contrast writing “tends to be a kind of separate or special-
ist action within which there is little opportunity or call for reaction” (McLuhan
1964, 79). Speech then is a technology, which in extending the self also can be said
to alienate that self. McLuhan referenced Henri Bergson, who believed “that lan-
guage is a human technology that has impaired and diminished the values of the
collective unconscious.” It was the extension of speech “that enables the intellect to
detach itself from the vastly wider reality” and in effect alienates by abstraction or
reflexivity. For Bergson, as explained by McLuhan (1964, 79): “Language extends
and amplifies man but it also divides his faculties. His collective consciousness or

3 Similar ideas can be found in Kapp (1877), Merleau-Ponty’s Phénoménologie de la perception
(1945, 167), and Bateson (1960, 481). Contemporary notions of extended, embodied, distributed,
and enacted mind reflect ecological, anti-linear models of human consciousness (see Noé 2009).
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intuitive awareness is diminished by this technical extension of consciousness that
is speech.” With each successive technology of communication, this self-alienation
increases.*

McLuhan offered an analogy between rows of letters and teeth (1964, 83):
“Teeth are emphatically visual in their lineal order. Letters are not only like teeth
visually, but their power to put teeth into the business of empire-building is mani-
fest in our Western history.” The phonetic alphabet set up an arbitrary set of pair-
ings, in that it was the only one in which “semantically meaningless letters are
used to correspond to semantically meaningless sounds”. This represented a par-
allelism between the visual and the auditory which was “both crude and ruthless,
culturally speaking”. Hieroglyphs and the Chinese character were culturally
richer, but they could not facilitate “the transfer from the magically discontinu-
ous world of the tribal word into the cool and uniform visual medium” (McLuhan
1964, 83). This breach between visual and auditory experience gave “its user an
eye for an ear” and freed “from the tribal trance or resonating word magic and
the web of kinship” (McLuhan 1964, 84). The Chinese character was “an inclusive
gestalt, not an analytic dissociation of senses and functions like phonetic writing”
(McLuhan 1964, 84). Notions of cause and effect, and logical reasoning, were de-
rived from the sequence represented by the alphabet, as was the assembly-line:
“Only alphabetic cultures have ever mastered connective lineal sequences as per-
vasive forms of psychic and social organization” (McLuhan 1964, 85). The reduc-
tion of experience to “discrete units” enables forms of industrial and military
control; it allows for acting without reacting, and underlies “the endless succes-
sion of blunders achieved by visual and civilized Americans when confronted
with the tribal and civilized cultures of the East” (McLuhan 1964, 86). In terms of
writing praxis, McLuhan’s so-called mosaic style, which used short sections,
discontinuity, and arbitrary sequencing, performed a form of non-linearity
(McLuhan 1951). John Cage’s A Year from Monday (1967, 3) also used the term “mo-
saic”. The Medium Is the Massage (McLuhan and Fiore 1967) employed montage of
text and image. The designer Quentin Fiore likewise collaborated on Buckminster
Fuller’s I Seem to be a Verb (1970). For McLuhan, “the personal and social conse-
quences of any medium - that is, of any extension of ourselves — result from the
new scale that is introduced into our affairs by each extension of ourselves or by
any new technology” (1964, 7). Given that the direction of technological change can-
not be changed (because we grasp it too late to act upon it), McLuhan’s stance be-
came one of ironic detachment: “I accept media as I accept cosmos” (cited in Stearn
1967, 272).

4 There are echoes here of Lucien Lévy-Bruhl’s notion of participation mystique (1910).
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McLuhan’s notion of acoustic or auditory space offers an exact counterpoint
to Saussurean arbitrariness and linearity. A purely acoustic space was “the space
evoked by the spoken word in a pre-literate world” (McLuhan 1956, 16). Once
writing was introduced, it alienated the word from its object, that is, it introduced
the arbitrary nature of the sign: “The complex harmonic structure of the word
can never be a sign or reference before writing. It evokes the thing itself in all its
particularity. Only after this acoustic magic has been enclosed in the fixed written
form can it become a sign” (McLuhan 1956, 16). Auditory space (an alternative
label) is not enclosed in determinate lines, and has no middle, and no edge:

Auditory space has no favoured focus. It’s a sphere without fixed boundaries, space made
by the thing itself, not space containing the thing. It is not pictorial space, boxed-in, but dy-
namic, always in flux, creating its own dimensions moment by moment. It has no fixed
boundaries; it is indifferent to background (Carpenter 1973, 35).

The centre is everywhere, and the periphery is nowhere. There is an evident anal-
ogy here with notions of God in Christian mysticism (Findlay-White and Logan
2016). The electronic age, while increasingly joined in a global village of instant
decentred communication and non-linear hypertext, was also analogous to a vast
acoustic space. Yet this new electronic quasi-aurality/orality, as McLuhan fore-
saw, would not lead to a new mystical integration of self, world, and word (inter-
view in Stearn 1970, 272-273): “The more you create village conditions, the more
discontinuity and division and diversity” (on this point, see Flusser 1988 and Guldin
2008). The global village ensures that there will be “maximum disagreement on all
points”. It is characterised by “spite and envy” rather than “uniformity and tran-
quility”. This village is not a harmonious place: “The tribal-global village is far
more divisive — full of fighting — than any nationalism ever was. Village is fission,
not fusion, in depth. [. . .] I don’t approve of the global village; I say we live in it.” In
response to information overload, humanity “resorts to myth”, as a conceptual
short-cut: “Myth is inclusive, time-saving, and fast.” McLuhan’s dystopian global vil-
lage puts a pessimistic gloss on the idea that the escape from linearity is the key to
a more balanced and ecologically sustainable world order. Yet there remains a la-
tent mysticism in McLuhan’s thinking, represented by his affinity for Pierre Teil-
hard de Chardin’s concept of noosphere (Kriiger 2007).

6 Conclusion: The end of the line?

The physicist Steven Weinberg, discussing Sokal’s (1996) hoax on postmodernism,
noted that “for some postmodern intellectuals, linear’ has come to mean unimagina-
tive and old-fashioned, while ‘nonlinear’ is understood to be somehow perceptive
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and avant garde” (Weinberg 1996, 12). Richardson (2000, 685) questions the frequent
assumption that the linear novel is “by its very nature conservative or reactionary”,
and that narrative techniques are “in themselves progressive or liberatory”. For the
anthropologist Tim Ingold this raises an obvious question (2007, 2): “Why does the
very mention of the word ‘1ine’ or ‘linearity’, for many contemporary thinkers, con-
jure up an image of the alleged narrow-mindedness and sterility, as well as the
single-track logic, of modern analytic thought?” There is in any case no clearly identi-
fiable proponent of linearity. Saussure is the most obvious candidate. Yet the Cours
arguably denies linearity at one level, the level of langue, whilst affirming its central-
ity at another, parole. Taken as a whole, there is neither structure nor linearity in
language: “Le tout global du langage est inconnaissable, parce qu’il n’est pas homo-
gene” (1972 [1916], 38). For all that, the political or ideological question raised by the
Cours lies in its universalism and its adoption of epistemic reductionism expressed
as methodological homogeneity (see Connell 2020, 40). Saussure did not invent this
reductionist frame, which has deep roots in the Western tradition, but rather sought
to theorise it. Dorothy Lee for example was not advocating epistemological relativism
(1960, 136): “My own position is that there is an absolute reality, and that communica-
tion is possible.” Given the latent universalism and methodological homogeneity of
linguistic analysis, difference in worldview is recuperable at the level of linguistic
analysis. This reductionism emerges most clearly if we look at the study of non-
European languages in the colonial context. Colonial linguistics had a dramatic im-
pact on pre-existing linguistic ecologies, leading to “the construction of languages
within a universalizing/totalizing colonial framework” (Makoni 2013, 87).

In parallel to this, colonialism (and subsequently, globalisation) brought with it
the imposition of an alien concept of time (Mbiti 1970, 21): “The linear concept of
time in western thought, with an indefinite past, present and infinite future, is
practically foreign to African thinking.” For Edouard Glissant, this represented a
violent breach: “Il n’y a pas de linéarité temporelle dans la mémoire historique du
colonisé mais une espéce de chaos dans lequel il tombe et roule; ‘nous dévalons les
roches du temps™ (cited in Artieres 2003, 5). In Glissant’s aesthetic, “[t]he reasser-
tion of space is also a resistance to linear time”; it involves “juxtaposition, non-
linearity, polyphony” (Coates 2001, 12, 13). As explained by Messling (2017), Glissant
in his Philosophie de la Relation (2009) rejects the totalisation of “continental think-
ing” in favour of “archipelagic thinking”. This seeks “to cope with unpredictability,
incompatibility, and non-simultaneity, without intentionally directing the world ac-
cording to a model, and physically shaping it”. In similar vein, Derek Walcott’s
Omeros (1990) appropriated and transformed the epic into a non-linear form.

At one level linearity reflects the ineluctability of closure and death. A linear
consciousness is one that is moving towards extinction. Linearity is Thanatos,
anti-linearity Eros; alternatively, it can stand for the Apollonian as opposed to the
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Dionysian. The linear/non-linear is one of a set of powerful dichotomies that have
shaped modern self-understandings, and within which forms of difference and
resistance have been framed. Yet the rejection of linearity organises itself around,
and understands itself in relation to, linearity. One approach to the linear/non-
linear problematic would be to invert the universal/particular dichotomy. This
would mean to begin with non-linearity as the universal, and linearity as the for-
mal exception: “Linear text may be seen as a special case of the non-linear in
which the convention is to read word-by-word from beginning to end” (Aarseth
1994, 51). Given this, linearity is best seen as a specific type of order (“figure”) cre-
ated out of, or imposed on, background non-order (“ground”). Non-linearity
would be a minor universal, in that there are as many non-linearities as there are
linearities.
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Isaac Bazié
Porteurs d’universalité et fictions
de ’Afrique-monde

Abstract: The issue of Africa in the world raises diverse and contradictory posi-
tions on questions such as racial identification, conflicting memories, and policy-
making (slavery, colonisation, globalisation), etc. In this context we witness the
publication of literary works with a common denominator: to approach this
Africa-World tandem in a critical way. Starting from the criticisms of Western
universalism, I present my contribution about universality based on these lite-
rary works about Africa and the world. I analyse vulnerable subjects that I call
“bearers of universality”. These subjects allow us to hear alternative stories of a
human community that must define itself on other bases than those erected by
universalism.

Keywords: African memory, universality, migrant subjectivity, Black women, co-
lonisation, Rodney Saint-Eloi, Tanella Boni

1 Introduction

Dans un long souffle poétique, une voix de femme, «fille du baobab bralé »,
compte ses pas a travers 'histoire et les espaces dont son corps de négresse porte
les mémoires accumulées :

J’ai marché marché j’ai marché / comme une négresse en pays rouge / Ils n’ont pas regardé
mes jambes / Le sable blanc a avalé ma soif / J’étais seule sur la route brune / IIs ont dit que
j’ai un pacte avec l’exil / J’étais seule et moi-méme et mes souliers / L’étoile de la chance
disparaissait / Elle n’avait de royaume que le feu / Elle n’avait de géographie que le portage /
Elle n’avait de nom que l'oubli de sa présence / Je n’avais de liberté que le cri de 1’aigle / / Le
chien jaune me montra la route / J’avais une chanson qui m’abandonna / Je n’ai rien qui
vaille / Rien que ce morceau de ciel 1ézardé (Saint-Floi 2015, 40).

Cette femme qui marche se présente, insistante, avec un énoncé itératif et auto-
réflexif qui a donné son titre au recuelil : Je suis la fille du baobab briilé. Dans
cette scansion de soi qui émaille le poéme-trajectoire de Rodney Saint-Eloi se
trouve le paradoxe d’un sujet marginal et en méme temps universel : femme, né-
gresse sur les chemins du monde (tropicalité afro-caribéenne, nordicité améri-
caine), prise dans un mouvement réticulaire (solaire, lunaire, stellaire), dans un
corps poreux au visible et a I'invisible, le tellurique et le céleste, tenant « dans

8 Open Access. © 2023 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. [[(c<) IZ2=CH| This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
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une main le soleil et dans l'autre la terre » (Saint-Eloi 2015, 10). La fille du baobab
briilé est I'incarnation d'un sujet fortement singulier et pourtant intrinséquement
inscrit dans les fondements de ’humain en général, par sa conscience du vaste,
trés vaste monde, a tel point qu’elle se lise dans une dimension cosmique.

Le baobab, figure d’'une Afrique pérenne et résiliente, sage et tenace face au
vent de ’harmattan et aux pluies des hivernages jamais assez longs, a enfanté
d’une voix de femme en lui léguant une identité marquée par sa propre brilure.
Contrairement a la stable présence de I’arbre millénaire, durablement enraciné
la ou il voit le jour, la fille est nomade, elle arpente les lieux du monde avec la
marque du feu qui consume les identités, elle est un corps, stigmate, et une
conscience singuliére et humaine, a ’échelle du cosmos ; elle se sait a la jonction
de ce particulier et du général : « Je suis I’humanité en détresse et le drapeau /
en berne / Dans les yeux des chiens qui n’ont plus la force d’aboyer » (Saint-Eloi
2015, 44).

Ainsi, une conscience poétique se signale, insistante et se dévoile comme une
porteuse d’universalité, une humanité qui semble avoir trouvé ses mots et ses ima-
ges dans le mélange de la stabilité-mobilité d'un sujet minoré au fil du temps - la
négresse.

Partant de la conception du lieu originel auquel renvoie le baobab dans les
imaginaires, c’est-a-dire I'Afrique, je place le sujet lyrique de Saint-Floi au début
de cette contribution pour penser l'universalité a partir de I'Afrique comme lieu-
monde. D’un point de vue théorique, je m’attarderai a appréhender ce qu’est le
«lieu-monde » et ses caractéristiques, ses mises en fiction, d’une part. D’autre
part, je donnerai 'exemple de sujets « mineurs » dont les expériences et les par-
cours ont faconné la conscience au point d’en faire les « porteurs » d’une huma-
nité qui doit se redéfinir, a 'image de la fille du baobab bralé. Ces porteurs
d’universalité sont entre autres les migrants dont Patrick Chamoiseau dit qu’ils
connaissent « une autre maniere de vivre et d’habiter le monde » (Chamoiseau
2017, 117). Les fictions de 'Afrique-Monde que je vais analyser font une cartogra-
phie imaginaire d’une universalité dont les porteurs pratiquent les lieux-monde
de maniére particuliére, signalant toujours l’ailleurs dans P’ici et 'imbrication ir-
réversible des histoires. Ils sont des sujets porteurs d’imaginaires et de savoirs
alternatifs & la mondialisation/occidentalisation courante et dominante. C’est en
cela qu’ils incorporent au sens fort la « production d’une nouvelle universalité »
(Messling 2023, 31).



Porteurs d’universalité et fictions de PAfrique-monde =—— 93

2 L’Afrique, un lieu-monde : baobabs, lieux
et sujets errants

La fille du baobab bralé de Saint-Eloi n’est pas la seule a le tenir de 'arbre millé-
naire qui localise et enracine les sujets et les mémoires en Afrique, ou les y
ramene, méme quand ils se retrouvent trés loin du continent. Elle a une figure
gémellaire qui comme elle, entreméle les empreintes et les appartenances, sans
renoncer au lieu qu’est IAfrique : Gorée, ile baobab ! (Boni 2004). A T'inverse cepen-
dant de la fille du baobab briilée, qui est déja sur les chemins du vaste monde, la
femme-poéte de Gorée est pélerine de I'ile prédiquée, comme la fille errante chez
Saint-Eloi, du baobab. Cette derniére a «[. . .] remisé [sa] vie au fond d’une cale-
basse / [. . .] voyage au gré des ouragans / [sans] certitude géographique / [sans]
consolation tellurique / [sans] race ni origine a revendiquer » (Saint-Eloi 2015, 26).
Son alter ego chez Boni se rend sur une « ile-mémoire » et le baobab avec lequel ce
lieu de mémoire est déterminé, joue le méme role chez I'une que chez l'autre : il
convoque un imaginaire tropical, garant des mémoires millénaires, depuis I’A-
frique vers le vaste monde, ou du vaste monde vers PAfrique.

Aussi bien sous la plume de Rodney Saint-Eloi que sous celle de Tanella Boni,
ce qui revient dans les déclamations, errances et déprises de ces femmes-poétes,
C’est un dénominateur commun qui les renvoie a un arbre, le baobab, et & un lieu
et un imaginaire, ’Afrique. Ce lieu devient donc un référent plastique dans la mesure
ou il est singulier certes, mais extensible aux limites du monde par ’expérience des
femmes errantes ou pélerines qui le portent et 'incarnent. L’Afrique est ce faisant un
lieu-monde, pensé par Mbembe comme le point de déploiement de regards histori-
quement marqués et potentiellement novateurs sur le monde (cf. Mbembe 2013a).

Le monde comme concept a servi a élargir 'entendement dans ’expérience
de ’espace en permettant de parler avec Marc Augé par exemple de « Monde-
ville » et de « ville-monde » (Augé 1992 ; 2010). Mais c’est chez Patrick Chamoiseau
que se retrouve 'usage du concept de lieu-monde tel qu’il peut étre considéré
comme complément a I'esquisse des contours de ce qu’est 'Afrique-monde, a la
suite de Mbembe et Sarr. Chez ’auteur de Fréres migrants, ’'expérience de la tra-
versée crée un univers propre a chaque individu par la fréquentation de lieux
quil découvre dans la relation :

Qu’elle soit consciente ou pas, la relation déterritorialise. Elle crée dans nos imaginaires in-
dividuels ou collectifs des « Lieux sensibles » qui se superposent aux lieux sensibles du
monde. L’expérience du monde que vit chaque individu (son ingenium, ainsi que le disent
les philosophes) s’accumule en lui, enrichit sa mémoire, lui concrétise un « Lieu-monde »
qui n’appartient qu’a lui : un précipité de paysages, de musiques, de danses, d’ceuvres,
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d’images ou de rencontres . . . qui font matiere sensible dans le concret et le virtuel (Cha-
moiseau 2017, 91-92).

Le lieu-monde de Chamoiseau est le fait d'une sédimentation faite de strates qui se
superposent au fur et a mesure des lieux foulés dans la traversée et la relation :
c’est un univers intérieur et singuliérement lié a 'expérience de sujets sensibles au
contact du monde. L’Afrique comme lieu-monde comprend cette acception intrin-
seque du lieu, mais lui associe un autre sens : il n’est pas seulement intérieur et
phénoménologique a priori, mais physique et mémoriel, historiquement marqué
par 'expérience des violences auxquelles renvoient les femmes-poétes de Saint-Eloi
et de Boni : esclavage, colonisation, et toutes ces formes de violence énoncées par
la parole poétique au féminin. I’Afrique comme lieu-monde est ce continent singu-
lier qui a été le théatre des violences historiques, 1a ou le monde s’est invité et im-
posé, avant et pendant que I’Africain cherchait a se connecter a la vastitude.
Comme je l'ai démontré ailleurs, elle est un lieu-monde parce qu’elle a en elle
I’écho de la vastitude (Bazié 2020, 137) et parce que, comme I'eau qui ne se ramasse
plus une fois versée, elle a accueilli les influences venues du monde dont elle ne
peut plus se défaire, et qui font d’elle le réceptacle des hybridations forcées, mais
aussi le laboratoire des innovations et des expériences imprévisibles.

Le lieu-monde dans ce cas est un lieu ouvert par définition, par la force de
I'Histoire. Déja avant le départ et 'expérience par I'errance chére & Chamoiseau
et a Saint-Floi, PAfrique en tant que lieu-monde trouve sa généralisation a 'échelle
globale par 'empreinte qu’elle porte de ’étranger notamment occidental, sur
I’endogéne africain, le sceau violent du global sur le local. Il est « monde » avant
aussi le caractére cosmopolite que Felwine Sarr identifie dans les « villes-mondes »
(si proche de ce quen dit Marc Augé") :

Les lieux cosmopolites, les villes-monde, donnent un apercu de ce que peut étre un monde
non compartimenté, pleinement habité par la diversité de ses peuples et la pluralité de ses

1 «L’urbanisation du monde s’inscrit dans cette évolution, ou plutét elle en est ’expression la
plus spectaculaire. Le fait que la vie politique et économique de la planéte dépende de centres de
décision situés dans les grandes métropoles mondiales, toutes interconnectées et constituant en-
semble une sorte de « métacité virtuelle » (Paul Virilio), compléte ce tableau. Le monde est
comme une immense ville. Cest un monde-ville. Mais il est vrai aussi que chaque grande ville est
un monde et méme qu’elle est une récapitulation, un résumé du monde, avec sa diversité eth-
nique, culturelle, religieuse, sociale et économique. Ces frontieres ou ces cloisonnements dont
nous aurions peut-étre parfois tendance a oublier I'existence, au spectacle fascinant de la globali-
sation, nous les retrouvons, évidents, impitoyablement discriminants, dans le tissu urbain étran-
gement bariolé et déchiré. C’est a propos de la ville que I'on parle de « quartiers difficiles », de
« ghettos », de « pauvreté » et de « sous-développement ». Une grande métropole aujourd’hui ac-
cueille et cloisonne toutes les diversités et toutes les inégalités du monde » (Augé 2010, 173).
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cultures. Dans ces espaces, on rencontre la multiplicité des individus, des visages de I’huma-
nité, des langues, des saveurs, des maniéres d’occuper I'espace, des sensibilités et des tempo-
ralités. Ces endroits sont ceux de la plus grande créativité humaine (Sarr 2019, 39).

L’Afrique est un lieu cosmopolite, mais mieux encore, un lieu-monde parce qu’elle
abrite en substance ce mélange, cette pluralité qui lui est propre, intrinséque, du
fait de sa propre diversité culturelle et linguistique, mais aussi et surtout du fait de
ces « peuples et [de] la pluralité de ses cultures [. . .] la multiplicité des individus,
des visages de 'humanité, des langues, des saveurs, des maniéres d’occuper I'espace,
des sensibilités et des temporalités » (Sarr 2019, 39). A elle s’appliquent donc toutes
les caractéristiques du « lieu cosmopolite » de Sarr, a la seule différence qu’elle n’est
pas le fait d’'un processus d’urbanisation, mais de cristallisation historique. On pour-
rait dire que I’Afrique-monde et un lieu cosmopolite qui s’est constitué verticalement,
sur l'axe paradigmatique, par l'imposition et le temps, appelant a 'ouverture qui as-
sume les violences historiques venues d’ailleurs ; alors que le lieu cosmopolite de Sarr,
a la suite de la Ville-monde d’Augé, se constitue horizontalement, par 'agrégation
bigarrée de sujets qui se retrouvent dans le méme espace urbain sans partager
les mémes cultures, les mémes langues et les mémes arriere-plans. Le lieu-monde a
la mémoire longue et sinueuse parce qu’il a été la scéne de faits majeurs de
Ihistoire et le point de départ de sujets projetés durablement dans le vaste monde,
mais aussi le lieu de résidence de sujets tout aussi durablement marqués par la pré-
sence irréductible du vaste monde dans le proche et 'endogéne.

Une des caractéristiques majeures d’un tel lieu-monde est qu’il est marginal
dans sa conception primaire, du point de vue de 'Histoire qui I'a choisi pour s’y
déployer violemment. L’Afrique dans ce sens fut I’échelle dont I'acquisition confir-
mait 'universalisme du conquérant, qu’il soit esclavagiste ou colonisateur. Marge
nécessaire a I'expression d’'une dialectique du centre et de sa périphérie, elle s’est
congue d’un point de vue axiologique a ’extréme opposé des valeurs cardinales qui
ont présidé a sa conquéte. Paradoxalement, il se trouve par la suite que ’Afrique-
monde est grande a ’échelle du monde par cette méme présence historique et im-
posée de 'universel dans son particulier, et par la marginalisation-annexion qui a
arrimé son sort a celui du monde, a tout le moins de I’Occident (cf. Mudimbe 1988
et Bazié 2020). On retiendra donc qu’en dépit, et grace a cet universalisme margina-
lisant et aliénant, surgit une expérience humaine de la différence assimilée par des
sujets minorés mais riches de ’étranger et du soi, de 'exogéne et de 'endogéne,
porteurs d'une humanité acquise par la découverte violente et la lente et résiliente
ingérence de la différence qui leur a été imposée : cette humanité-la est universalité.
Elle est minorée per se du point de vue des idéologies dominantes et des histoires
qui Pont produite dans la violence ; elle est plus grande que 1’échelle particulari-
sante (universalisme) qui I’a produite, parce qu’en tant qu’expérience de la violence,
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elle est portée par des sujets qui désormais sont en connexion avec des sujets qui
souffrent, en quelque lieu du monde que ce soit. C’est d’ailleurs pour cette raison
que la femme-poete de I'lle baobab ressent la douleur de Bagdad :

Bagdad la résistante de tous les temps / ceux de Gorée ne savent plus pleurer / la mer des
horreurs a séché leurs larmes / depuis les siecles des ancétres / maintenant / ils gardent le
silence des abysses / mais s’inclinent jusqu’a terre / devant ta douleur indicible / ceux de
Gorée marchent avec toi / et I'lle-mémoire honore tes pas / les mains levées vers le ciel / non
pas en signe de soumission / mais pour clamer la victoire et la liberté des a&mes / contre les
chaines des corps en souffrance (Boni 2004, 99-100).

Cest également avec cette capacité a faire cause humaine avec ’humain qui souf-
fre & 'échelle du monde que la fille du baobab brilé réve d’une héritiére dont la
seule richesse sera les ossements des sans-espoirs :

Jaurai une fille qui s’appellera Esperancia / Elle balaiera mes os en psalmodiant /
Toute mere porte dans ses entrailles / Les convulsions du monde / Elle inventera un miroir
aux abeilles / Nous sommes abandonnées / Nous sommes abandonnées / Abandonnées a la
joie / Abandonnées a la furie (Saint-Eloi 2015, 65).

Les lieux-mondes comme I’Afrique sont donc le moule de sujets réellement mar-
qués par la mondialisation, et par conséquent potentiellement a méme de sentir le
monde, et de faire preuve d’'une montée en humanité. Porteurs de mémoires et
d’universalité, ces sujets sont ’expression des défis d'un monde qui a pris la stan-
dardisation du particulier pour du général (occidentalisation serait ainsi égale a
mondialisation) et 'imposition du soi pour le tout (universalisme serait égal a hu-
manité et universalité).

Tanella Boni, Rodney Saint-Eloi, Felwine Sarr, Patrick Chamoiseau tels que
convoqués dans cette réflexion, pensent le local et le global et pointent le sujet
porteur d’expériences diverses tel qu’il s’incarne dans la figure du migrant, sur le
chemin de l’exil et du pelerinage. Ils sont les victimes de ce que regrette Sarr
dans son Essai de politique relationnelle :

Nous faisons encore les frais d’un sentiment d’appartenance étriqué et de processus d’iden-
tification aux autres étres humains limités a ceux que ’on considere comme nos semblables.
Une humanité ne se reconnaissant pas encore assez dans sa diversité, sa richesse, sa multi-
plicité, mais surtout dans son unité fondamentale (Sarr 2019, 33).

Je postule & partir de cette projection de Sarr que le sujet qui saurait vraiment
«habiter le monde » est par excellence celui qui est issu d’un lieu-monde comme
PAfrique, et qui saurait traduire le potentiel héritage des dépots multiples en une
conscience qui lui permette de s’enrichir dans 'expérience de la diversité réelle
du vaste monde. Le sujet porteur d’'universalité, sujet afromondial de mon point
de vue, saurait
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[. . .] pleinement habiter les histoires et les cultures de I’humanité : endosser [mon em-
phase] ses multiples visages, se sentir héritier des gisements de sens provenant de ses cultu-
res plurielles. Ne plus étre d’'une culture particuliére, mais partir [mon emphase] de celle-ci
pour habiter les imaginaires multiples, riches et féconds des langues du monde, de ses my-
thes, des déclinaisons multiples des opérations de mise en sens que ces imaginaires permet-
tent (Sarr 2019, 34).

« Endosser », « se sentir héritier », et surtout « partir » que je choisis d’entendre ici
au sens propre et au sens figuré : tous ces verbes indiquent la mesure de 1’effort
et du dépassement auxquels il faut se soumettre pour arriver a cette pleine expé-
rience d’'une humanité pleinement vécue par une conscience individuelle, en rela-
tion avec la terre, et avec toutes les personnes qui I’habitent.

Puisque ceci est plus vite écrit que vécu, la question est donc de savoir ce
quil en est concrétement et quelles sont les voies les plus 8 méme d’y conduire.
De mon point de vue, le sujet afromondial, comme tout sujet héritier de la coloni-
sation occidentale des deux derniers siecles, aurait dans son bagage une compé-
tence avec laquelle il pourrait embrayer : il a déja en héritage une version de
I’exogéne et du lointain, non pas de maniére superfétatoire, mais intrinséque et
constitutive de son identité. Il est donc réellement et symboliquement ici et déja
la-bas, et il a appris, bon gré mal gré a composer avec le proche et le lointain,
I’endogene et 'exogeéne. L’ouverture chez lui est expérience du quotidien, c’est la
fermeture qui est son défi, en sa qualité de sujet postcolonial systématiquement
éduqué a étre étranger a lui-méme. Il est donc potentiellement déja dans cet exer-
cice difficile qui consiste & « habiter le monde », entendu comme capacité a faire
harmonieusement cohabiter les mondes. Il ne faut cependant pas étre naif : il
faut plus qu’un héritage hétérogene pour « habiter le monde » au sens de Sarr, ou
se constituer en porteur d’'universalité au sens fort du terme. L’héritage prédis-
pose a apprivoiser le mélange, 'étranger, mais il ne protege pas des replis réactifs
et du ressentiment victimaire. C’est la raison pour laquelle on n’insistera pas
assez sur le caractére potentiel d’une telle aptitude a monter en humanité, a étre
un porteur actif d’universalité.

Nul besoin cependant d’aller jusque-la pour voir ce que signifie les figures
afromondiales, surtout quand elles deviennent des sujets migrants mobilisés dans
la consciente traversée des frontiéres géographiques et culturelles, a ’assaut d’un
monde historiquement venu a eux, mais qui actuellement se ferme devant eux.
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3 Fictions afromondiales, sujets migrants
et universalité

3.1 Partir de ’Afrique-monde vers le monde

Une femme-poéte, nostalgique d’un temps de paix et de solidarité entre les peuples
soupire a l'oreille complice de son amie lointaine et constate : Il n’y a pas de parole
heureuse (Boni 1997). A c6té du réfugié, compagnon d’infortune elle témoigne :

Nous avons apprivoisé / la marche qui nous accompagne / Sur les chemins de ’exil im-
promptu / Nous avons érigé le soleil et la lune / en guides éclairés / Parmi la faune et la
flore / Ou nous trainons nos blessures intarissables / La-bas tombent les obus sur la ville des
fauves / Et nous comptons nos pas de nulle part / D’ici vers un ailleurs sans lendemain (Boni
1997, 71).

Dans cet autre recueil, Tanella Boni dessine les contours de ces figures lancées sur
les sentiers incertains de la migrance, du fait de la guerre et des précarités diverses
qui grévent la dignité humaine. Le refugié de Boni est I'une des facettes du migrant
de Chamoiseau, parti depuis I'Afrique vers I'Europe, pris au piege d'une traversée
qui le mene plus probablement vers la mort que vers 'Eldorado révé depuis les
rives de la Méditerranée®. Ces sujets de la traversée sont devenus I’expression
d’'une humanité qui appelle a ’acceptation, porteurs d’une universalité minorée
qui s’invite au centre et force I'arrét utile a une réflexion sur la maniére de faire
monde et d’étre en relation. Les fictions africaines des années 2000 creusent cette
trajectoire de plus en plus, et suivent comme la femme-refugiée et poéte de Boni, le
parcours incertain de figures exilées, afromondiales en I'occurrence.

Ces fictions s’inscrivent pleinement dans le registre de 'imbrication caractéris-
tique de ’Afrique-monde, chére a Mbembe? ; les auteurs de ces fictions mettent en

2 «Le continent des Africains du fond de I’Atlantique — continent sans adresse, ou les cales du
bateau négrier ont pu broyer durant des siécles les fondements de 'Afrique, les fils ainés du
genre humain - rejoint dans une exacte sidération son double en Méditerranée. Bleu glacial, oublié
des cartes ! C’est comme un hoquet général, un spasme de nos histoires, sans doute un vomisse-
ment — de fait, un vrai recommencement, non du méme, mais des forces réadmises de I’horreur »
(Chamoiseau 2017, 23-24).

3 «Au demeurant, notre maniere d’étre au monde, notre fagon « d’étre-monde », d’habiter le
monde, tout cela s’est toujours effectué sous le signe sinon du métissage culturel, du moins de
I'imbrication des mondes, dans une lente et parfois incohérente danse avec des signes qu’ils
n’ont guere eu le loisir de choisir librement, mais qu’ils sont parvenus, tant bien que mal, a do-
mestiquer et & mettre a leur service. La conscience de cette imbrication de l’ici et de lailleurs, la
présence de lailleurs dans lici et vice versa, cette relativisation des racines et des appartenances
primaires et cette maniére d’embrasser, en toute connaissance de cause, I’étrange, 'étranger et
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scéne des sujets porteurs de cette mondialité-universalité avec I'Afrique comme
fond et conscience. IIs I'inscrivent dans une dynamique mondiale, repensent le rap-
port des personnages au continent a travers leurs expériences de la migrance et de
cet ailleurs constitué historiquement en l'autre de I'Afrique ; cela se fait cependant
dans une perspective non plus d’altérification exclusive, mais inclusive, imbriquée.
Ces écritures de I’Afrique et du reste du monde opeérent selon le principe de la poly-
valence, au-dela donc des dichotomies ; elles tissent des liens contraignants entre
PAfrique et le monde, et trouvent leurs figures de prédilection dans les traits des
sujets migrants qui font 'expérience du monde avec comme bagage imaginaire et
culturel 'héritage de 'hétérogéne afromondial. La migrance dans ce cas n’est pas
seulement traversée des frontiéres géographiques, elle est pour le sujet afromon-
dial passage de la sphére réduite de ’expérience du monde (le lieu d’origine afri-
cain) a son expérimentation dans le vaste monde : ce qui était de l'ordre du
potentiel et du concentré se déploie dans cette détente du départ comme un ressort
comprimé qui se détend pour étre dans I'expansion ce qu’il était déja dans la
compression.

3.2 Fictions afromondiales comme poétiques d’une
universalité en déploiement

Achille Mbembe postule dans Critique de la raison négre la nécessité de tenir
compte de ce que peut produire ce qu’il appelle le « génie hérétique au fondement
de la rencontre entre ’Afrique et le monde. De ce génie hérétique découle [dit-il]
la capacité des Africains d’habiter plusieurs mondes et de se situer des deux cotés
de 'image simultanément » (Mbembe 2013a, 151). Les fictions afromondiales dont
il est ici question s’écrivent dans la conscience aigué de cette présence dans « plu-
sieurs mondes » qu’on n’essaie plus de déméler, mais plutdt de faire converger et
de rendre fréquentables. Les littératures africaines ont longuement thématisé et
déploré I'invasion du continent, quand elles n’essayaient pas vainement de diffé-
rencier le propre de ’étranger dans des gestes désespérément d’exclusion et de
redécouverte d’un soi idéalisé. Partant de I’hypothese de cette « falsification » his-
torique de I’Afrique, Mbembe pose la question a laquelle les fictions afromondia-
les s’attaquent : « Si, comme on tend a le croire, 'Afrique a été falsifiée au contact
de ’extérieur, comment rendre compte de la falsification a laquelle, dans leur

le lointain, cette capacité de reconnaitre sa face dans le visage de I'étranger et de valoriser les
traces du lointain dans le proche, de domestiquer I'in-familier, de travailler avec ce qui a tout
l'air des contraires — c’est cette sensibilité culturelle, historique et esthétique qu’indique bien le
terme « afropolitanisme » (Mbembe 2013b, 228-229).
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effort pour ingérer le monde, les Négres ont, en retour, soumis le monde ? »
(Mbembe 2013a, 151-152). Cette ingestion du monde passe par une mise en scéne de
son caractere hétérogene d’une part ; et d’autre part, par la description complexe
du parcours de sujets lancés a la conquéte de la vastitude, dotés qu’ils sont des si-
gnes imposés et apprivoisés. Retenons deux exemples qui permettront d’en cerner
les contours de manieres plus clairs.

Le sujet en contexte de crase® : Dans ce cas de figure, I'imbrication qui nourrit
les poétiques afromondiales est le fait durable et trés manifeste d’une histoire
dans laquelle ’exogéne s’était violemment appliqué sur I’endogene, contraignant
les sujets a étre les porteurs obligés des violences, et & négocier difficilement le
résultat culturel et identitaire de ce mélange issu de la crase. Il ne s’agit pas de
sujets en migrance du point de vue géographique, mais plutot de ces personnages
a I'image de ceux de Kopano Matlwa dans son roman Coconut (2007) : ces born
free en Afrique du Sud qui ont en héritage un état libéré de ’apartheid mais non
de ses clivages aliénants, pris dans une traversée de frontieres psychologiques et
objectives, a I'intérieur du méme pays. Ces sujets afromondiaux font I’expérience
la plus visible de la crase quand ailleurs en Afrique, celle-ci se signale de maniére
plus insidieuse dans des attitudes qui peinent a se décoloniser. Si la crase est carac-
téristique de toute I’Afrique telle qu’elle est le produit des violences historiques et
des influences extérieures, elle se manifeste dans sa forme la plus évidente la
ou les différences ont été durablement réifiées et ont produit des effets qui structu-
rent dans le long terme les imaginaires et les comportements, comme en Afrique
du Sud.

Le sujet migrant : Nous le retrouvons par exemple dans un roman tout aussi
célébre que Coconut, Il nous faut de nouveaux noms de Noviolet Bulawayo (2014).
Dans ce roman de I'exotopie et de l'aliénation, le global préte ses mots au local
pour nommer les lieux, et inversement : les noms des pays du monde, selon leur
degré de richesses, sont utilisés par les enfants pour désigner les quartiers. Dans ce
Zimbabwe de Bulawayo, « Paradise » est un bidonville que I'on réve de quitter,
pour se rendre de préférence a « Budapest » (un quartier riche) ol une des petites
filles se projette : « Un jour, j"habiterai ici, dans une maison exactement comme
celle-1a [. . .]. Elle montre la grande maison bleue avec le long escalier, tout entou-
rée de fleurs. Une maison vraiment bien, mais pas plus que celle ou on vient de
trouver nos goyaves » (Bulawayo 2014, 19). Le sujet migrant ici est pétri des connais-

4 A la différence de « ’'osmose » (connotée comme processus sans violence) ou de la « greffe »
(mise en relation d’entités qui n’y étaient pas destinées), Jacques Demorgon dit des « crases »
qu’elles se produisent a partir de fortes contraintes extérieures et procedent par tous processus
lents et rusés ou brefs et violents pour faire « tenir » ensemble des données culturelles ordinaire-
ment peu associables ou en tout cas auparavant peu associées » (Demorgon 2000, 39).
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sances d’un monde lointain tel qu’il lui a été vendu, stéréotypé et fallacieux, pro-
ducteur de concepts aliénants avec lesquels le local est appréhendé : c’est le pré-
lude au départ réel et a ’'expérience des Budapest et des New York lointains, la
traversée non plus imaginaire mais réelle des frontiéres, avec un ancrage au sol
africain, porté par la mémoire et le corps migrant.

Il faut suivre Chamoiseau quand il éléve le migrant — dans sa fragilité sur la
Méditerranée — a la hauteur d’une incarnation de la mondialité (et non de la
mondialisation) par son expérience particuliere d’humain appartenant a une totalité
dispersée dans le vaste monde, hétérogéne mais en méme temps unique. Il existerait
par conséquent des sujets porteurs comme lui par excellence de cette humanité :

Pensons a ces enfants qui ont vécu, qui vivent encore cela. /
IIs ont connu la violence du monde qui vous refuse. /

De leurs parents, ils ont connu la violence de I’énergie vitale qui se rebelle a I'extinction et
qui vous branche au seul souci de vivre. Ils ont connu le « tout-donner » et « tout-tenter »
d’un bond dans I'inconnu. De camp en camp, de murs en barbelés, ils ont connu I'ivresse et
la mort, et lasphyxie et I'oxygéne, toutes les nuances des chaleurs et du froid. Ils ont vu
pleurer ceux qui les secouraient, ont vu aussi des yeux de glace. Iis ont de fait connu une
autre manieére d’habiter le monde. Ce que nous avons a plaindre en eux, c’est notre propre
misére avec laquelle nous avons tenté de nier leur existence, de tolérer leur mort. Ce que
nous avons a envier chez eux, c’est désormais ce qu’ils lisent dans le monde, que le monde
lit en eux, et donc : ce que nous ne savons plus du monde et que le monde ne peut plus lire en
nous (Chamoiseau 2017, 117-118).

4 Conclusion

L’esclavage, les conquétes et les colonisations européennes du monde ont constitué
des maniéres d’investir la g