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Anticolonialism and the Decolonization 
of Political Theory
A D O M  G E TA C H E W  and  K A R U N A  M A N T E N A

abstract  This essay sur veys some recent attempts to decol o nize polit i cal the ory and engage with 
non-Western polit i cal think ers and tra di tions, espe cially anti co lo nial ism. The authors’ con cern is that 
these engage ments remain too cen tered on Western polit i cal thought as the object of cri tique and anal-
y sis. Through a reading of Gandhi and Fanon, the authors argue that anti co lo nial ism, while engaged in a 
cri tique of the West, also had a pos i tive or recon struc tive the o ret i cal agenda, one that has been taken up 
in cre a tive ways in post co lo nial polit i cal thought. Taking cues from the work of Sudipta Kaviraj, Partha 
Chatterjee, and Mahmood Mamdani, the essay pro poses an alter na tive mode of decolonizing polit i cal 
the ory that takes as its cen tral aim the gen er a tion of the ory from the study of post co lo nial pol i tics. It 
argues for a his tor i cally attuned and com par a tive approach to post co lo nial pol i tics that aims to inno vate 
new con cepts and reanimate inherited ones. From this per spec tive, decolonizing polit i cal the ory is less 
a recur ring cri tique of Euro cen trism than an effort to shift the ter rain of the o riz ing and thereby reinvigo-
rate the prac tice of polit i cal the ory as such.

keywords  anti co lo nial thought, Euro cen trism, post co lo nial the ory, Gandhi, Fanon

Decolonization has become a crit i cal watch word across the human i ties and social 
sci ences. It chal lenges dis ci plines to attend to their impli ca tion in his to ries of 
impe rial dom i na tion and racial hier ar chy and to reckon with the con tinu ing ideo
log i cal imprint of this past. Political the ory has joined this effort at decolonizing 
in sev eral prom is ing modal i ties, many of which have focused on rethink ing and 
expanding the canon of polit i cal thought. Arguably more than any other dis ci pline, 
polit i cal the ory is defined by a rel a tively sta ble set of ven er ated texts, often explic
itly denoted as the “Western” tra di tion.1 Revisions to this canon have proceeded 
along two fronts. Firstly, there is a wide spread call to open the canon to include 
anti co lo nial and nonWestern think ers, as well as more crit i cal and counterhege
monic voices.2 This has been rel a tively suc cess ful and, we sus pect, will have long
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last ing effects. At the insti tu tional level, for instance, courses that teach core texts 
of polit i cal thought now reg u larly include works such as W. E. B. Du Bois’s The 
Souls of Black Folk, M. K. Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj, and Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of 
the Earth.3

A sec ond line of revi sion has been driven by explo ra tions of the his tor i cal and 
con cep tual links between impe ri al ism and polit i cal the ory. A gen er a tion of schol
ar ship has high lighted the ways in which ques tions of empire and expan sion, and 
more broadly Euro pean encoun ters with the nonEuro pean world, were cen tral 
themes in the his tory of polit i cal thought. Empire was shown to have pro vided a 
for ma tive con text for con cep tual devel op ment, for exam ple, in gen er at ing mod
ern the o ries of sov er eignty and prop erty. Such work also became a key con duit 
for delin eat ing and crit i cally exam in ing how a range of polit i cal ideologies—and 
their categories and con cepts—enabled and jus ti fied Euro pean dom i na tion. In this 
vein, debates focus ing on the rela tion ship between lib er al ism and empire, and the 
leg a cies of lib eral impe ri al ism, were espe cially fruit ful for questioning the par tic
u lar is tic anthro po log i cal and socio log i cal assump tions that under write pur port
edly uni ver sal ide als.4 Interrogating the epi ste mic biases and occlu sions of mod ern 
polit i cal thought has moti vated a broad swathe of con tem po rary polit i cal the o rists, 
situated within a range of tra di tions and debates from crit i cal the ory to global jus
tice, to wres tle with the polit i cal and phil o soph i cal leg a cies of colo nial ism. And in 
that effort, con tem po rary polit i cal the ory has also begun a seri ous dia logue with, 
and incor po rated the o ret i cal insights from, anti co lo nial thought and post co lo nial 
the ory.5

One potent rubric that draws together these var i ous lines of revi sion is a shared 
inter est in diag nos ing the Euro cen tric char ac ter of the field and offer ing rem e dies 
for its over com ing. This argu  ably is the most prominent way of articulating what it 
means to decol o nize polit i cal the ory. This crit i cal move is sal u tary and com pel ling, 
and it has ini ti ated prob ing dis cus sions of the lim i ta tions, blind spots, and exclu sions 
of the pur port edly uni ver sal the o ries, categories, and nar ra tives of Western polit i cal 
thought. It has moti vated calls for more inclu sion and rec og ni tion of nonEuro pean 
thought, and gen er ated impor tant polit i cal and phil o soph i cal debates about how to 
chart and address the ongo ing leg a cies of empire and racial dom i na tion today. At 
the same time, we worry that the over rid ing con cern with Euro cen trism is indic a tive 
of a prob lem, a per sis tent limit of these approaches, namely that they tend to focus 
on Western polit i cal thought as the sole object of cri tique and  anal y sis.

Such a strat egy of inter nal cri tique is per haps under stand able in schol ar ship 
on empire and polit i cal the ory, which has focused on recontextualizing canon i
cal debates and think ers by elu ci dat ing the impe rial con text of the for ma tion and 
foun da tion of mod ern polit i cal thought. But the dom i nance of this fram ing is also 
appar ent in stud ies of nonWestern think ers. When anti co lo nial and post co lo nial 
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think ers are incor po rated and engaged with, their polit i cal and the o ret i cal insights 
are very often reduced to the cri tique of Euro pean polit i cal thought and prac tices. 
In the pro cess we lose track of what argu  ably was the pri mary con text and aspi
ra tion of anti co lo nial argu ment: an attempt to recon struct via ble polit i cal futures 
in the after math of Euro pean dom i na tion. Likewise, even as post co lo nial the ory’s 
cri tique of Euro pean thought has come to be more gen er ously cited, the alter na tive 
con cepts it pro poses for the study of post co lo nial pol i tics are rarely taken up.

While the cri tique of Euro cen trism is note wor thy and impor tant, it should not 
exhaust what it means to decol o nize polit i cal the ory. Our hope is to advance and 
plu ral ize the pro ject of decolonizing polit i cal the ory by suggesting ways of gen er
at ing polit i cal the ory from and for the nonEuro pean world, that is, by imag in ing 
polit i cal the ory of a truly global reach. To do so, we begin by returning to some key 
themes of anti co lo nial thought to remind us of some of its the o ret i cal pro jects and 
pur poses. Our con ten tion is that there is much to learn from its meth ods and argu
ments to aid the pro ject of decolonizing the ory and, in turn, to offer a path toward 
the reju ve na tion of polit i cal the ory writ large. We also hope to cor rect the one
sided recep tion of anti co lo nial ism as sim ply a cri tique of the West. Indeed it might 
be use ful to think of anti co lo nial thought as hav ing two connected aims—one crit
i cal and another recon struc tive. To high light these aims across diff er ing polit i cal 
pro jects, we read together two clas sic, if often opposed, fig ures, Gandhi and Fanon.

Much of the crit i cal work of anti co lo nial ism was, indeed, imbri cated in reveal
ing the false, com pro mised, or corrupted uni ver sal isms of Western civ i li za tion and 
the hypoc risy of its selfunder stand ing as the bea con of enlight ened human ism. 
The record of colo nial vio lence, exploi ta tion, and dom i na tion revealed the lim its 
and fragilities of the West’s com mit ment to free dom and, espe cially, its capac ity to 
be the agent of its uni ver sal realizability. But it is worth remem ber ing that this crit i
cal pro ject, expos ing the com plic ity of Western uni ver sal ism with vio lence, was not 
just an argu ment with and for the West. As is the case with Gandhi and Fanon, very 
often it was an argu ment with and for their col o nized com pa tri ots; it was a mode 
of selfcri tique meant to diag nose and break the col lec tive enthrall ment with the 
West.

As the field of polit i cal the ory begins to engage more rou tinely with anti co lo nial 
thought, we should remem ber the impor tance of the spe cific con text or prob lem
space of anti co lo nial argu ment, a con text that shapes and clarifies the nature and 
pur pose of its the o ret i cal inter ven tions.6 The attune ment to con text is all  too rare; 
more often, the crit i cal insights of anti co lo nial ism are reg is tered as abstract and iso
lated con clu sions. But the struc ture, loca tion, and audi ence of cri tique mat ters. For 
instance, the anti co lo nial cri tique of Euro cen trism concerned decolonizing the mind; 
its aim was to undo the ingrained moral psy chol ogy and  habit u ated prac tices of colo
nial ism through which the col o nized reproduced their own sub or di na tion. Moreover, 
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this crit i cal ges ture was meant to clear the ground and make pos si ble a recon struc tive 
argu ment. This was to make pos si ble an alter na tive uni ver sal, whether that nor ma tive 
ideal was char ac ter ized as a truer human ism, a more liberatory pol i tics, or forms of 
free dom that did not require the dom i na tion of oth ers. What is also dis tinc tively anti
co lo nial in this form of uto pian pol i tics was its situated method. Anticolonial think
ers tried to pin point the cul tural and insti tu tional sites—imma nent to the expe ri ence 
of the col o nized—that could gen er ate new emancipatory futures. Crucially, this was 
simul ta neously an ana lytic and nor ma tive endeavor.

After delin eat ing what we take to be the dis tinc tive fea tures of anti co lo nial
ism as a genre of polit i cal the ory, we con trast this to the ways in which these 
insights have been taken up in con tem po rary polit i cal the ory. Here we focus on 
some of the prominent ways crit i cal the ory has tried to address the phil o soph i cal 
chal lenges of Euro cen trism. We explore the sem i nal con tri bu tions of Susan Buck
Morss, Amy Allen, and James Tully in this regard, and con sider how they reckon 
with the prob lem of empire as they offer new mod els of uni ver sal ity. We argue that 
these attempts, while sal u tary, remain either too abstract or too selfref er en tial; 
they often try to cor rect the prob lem within the terms of Western polit i cal thought 
itself. Decolonizing becomes a form of intel lec tual selfcri tique and selfcleans ing, 
which seems to pro ceed at some dis tance from con crete sites of polit i cal praxis, 
espe cially sites beyond the West.

The arti cle con cludes by presenting alter na tive ways to decol o nize polit i cal 
the ory, by turn ing to the ways in which post co lo nial polit i cal the ory has devel oped 
impor tant strands of anti co lo nial argu ment. By exam in ing the work of Sudipta 
Kaviraj, Partha Chatterjee, and Mahmood Mamdani, we exca vate and rec om mend 
two strat e gies that aim to inno vate forms of anal y sis and to reanimate inherited 
con cepts through a his tor i cal and com par a tive approach to the study of post co
lo nial pol i tics. While these post co lo nial the o rists are situated in a prob lemspace 
dis tinct from the anti co lo nial con text of Fanon and Gandhi, they take up the lat ter’s 
situated mode of the o riz ing and extend the crit i cal and recon struc tive ambi tions 
of anti co lo nial thought. Elaborating con cep tual categories from the spec i fic ity of 
post co lo nial pre dic a ments, they also iden tify nor ma tive and polit i cal hori zons 
imma nent to post co lo nial pol i tics. From this per spec tive, decolonizing polit i cal 
the ory is less a recur ring cri tique of Euro cen trism than an effort to shift the ter
rain of the o riz ing to bet ter attend to pol i tics “in most of the world,”7 and thereby 
reinvigorate the prac tice of polit i cal the ory as such.

Reconstructing Anticolonial Thought: Gandhi and Fanon
Gandhi and Fanon have been accepted in the canon of polit i cal the ory as rep re
sen ta tives of anti co lo nial crit i cism. As such, much is at stake in how we sit u ate 
and inter pret their argu ments and polit i cal pro jects. One rea son why we focus on 
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their con tri bu tions—rather than attend to lesserknown fig ures in the anti co lo nial 
tra di tion—is to illus trate some gen eral fea tures of that tra di tion. This is also 
why we have cho sen to read Gandhi and Fanon together as exem pli fy ing anti co lo
nial argu ment despite the many known diff er ences in their pol i tics and polit i cal 
worlds. Their spe cific loca tions—Gandhi writ ing within and against the Brit ish 
Empire, Fanon formed visàvis French colo nial ism in the Carib bean and later 
Algeria—pro duced dis tinct ana lyt i cal approaches to the prob lem of empire. Gan
dhi’s debt to the antiindus trial rad i cal ism of a fig ure like Leo Tolstoy is also far 
removed from the lan guage of exis ten tial Marx ism and rad i cal psy cho anal y sis that 
shaped Fanon’s thought and prac tice. Perhaps most prom i nently, they are quin tes
sen tially opposed fig ures in their advo cacy of non vi o lent ver sus vio lent forms of 
mass action. Despite these impor tant and sharp con trasts, we hope to con vey some 
remark able over laps of polem i cal and polit i cal argu ment. The fact of such a shared 
ter rain despite such overt diff er ences is per haps the stron gest evi dence that anti co
lo nial ism as polit i cal the ory is a dis tinct genre, with rec og niz able tar gets and argu
men ta tive strat e gies, and most impor tantly a shared view of decol o ni za tion as both 
a crit i cal and recon struc tive pro ject.

In their crit i cal pos ture, both think ers directed their anal y sis at two intercon
nected tar gets. First, they attempted to dis close the false uni ver sals of Europe; in 
Gandhi’s lan guage this was described as the false prom ise of civ i li za tion, and in 
Fanon’s, the cri sis of Euro pean human ism. Second, both were ani mated by the 
need to diag nose and undo the psy cho log i cal dynam ics of colo nial ism through 
which the col o nized iden tify with and accept the hier ar chy of val ues established by 
the dom i nat ing power. In Fanon, this was the nature of alien ation and its over com
ing, disalienation. In Gandhi, it was selfenslave ment, the solu tion to which was 
swa raj, or selfrule. In their recon struc tive ambi tion, they tied this crit i cal labor to 
the real i za tion of true free dom or eman ci pa tion, one that was more prop erly uni
ver sal in scope. While they offered diff er ent accounts of the con tent of newly ren
o vated uni ver sals and the pol i tics that would engen der them, they shared a view 
of the col o nized masses as the exem plary agents of its real i za tion. For Gandhi, this 
would cul mi nate in India reveal ing the path of true civ i li za tion, in which unceas ing 
and illu sive desires for mate rial com fort and power are replaced by selfmas tery, a 
lib er a tion that allows the voice of moral ity to speak again.8 For Fanon, decol o ni za
tion would reanimate the pro ject of uni ver sal human ism by mak ing a “new start,” 
devel op ing “a new way of think ing,” and endeav or ing to “cre ate a new man.”9

These new uni ver sals of decol o ni za tion were con crete uni ver sals in two 
senses. First, the cul ti va tion of selfmas tery and the gen er a tion of a new human
ism were located imma nently in the expe ri ences of col o ni za tion. Rather than being 
abstract ide als gen er ated through phil o soph i cal inquiry, they were disclosed in the 
insti tu tional and cul tural fab ric of the col o nized world. Second, the real i za tion of 
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these uni ver sals in turn depended on the polit i cal prac tices and agency of the col
o nized. Although Gandhi and Fanon had opposed con cep tions of polit i cal action, 
they shared a deep com mit ment to mass mobi li za tion as the engine of liberatory 
social trans for ma tion.

To arrive at their respec tive con crete uni ver sals, Gandhi and Fanon each sit
u ate their crit i cal and recon struc tive pro jects in the spe cific loca tions of the col
o nized world. Early in his clas sic text The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon intro duced 
his mem o ra ble depic tion of the Man i chean world of colo nial ism where Euro pean 
and native sec tors are counterposed. The super flu ous col o nist’s sec tor “is a sated, 
slugg ish sec tor, its belly is per ma nently full of good things” while the native sec
tor is “a fam ished sec tor, hun gry for bread, meat, shoes, coal, and light.”10 This is 
a world divided by “what spe cies, what race one belongs to.”11 Fanon’s depic tion of 
the Euro pean sec tor replays a recur ring anti co lo nial cri tique of Europe as a dec a
dent and there fore decaying civ i li za tion. Its mate rial abun dance is so exces sive that 
even the trash cans “over flow with strange and won der ful gar bage, undreamedof 
left overs.”12 At the heart of this civ i li za tion is a vio lence that has no other mean
ing or pur pose than confirming the lines of dom i na tion, a vio lence that serves no 
redemp tive or pro gres sive func tion.13

Fanon’s anal y sis of a racialized colo nial world, drawn from the set tlercolo
nial expe ri ence of Algeria and the leg acy of Atlan tic slav ery in the Carib bean, fore
grounds the excep tional vio lence of the colo nial state. Gandhi’s cri tique of vio lence 
aims to sharpen and rad i cal ize the cri tique of Europe as a dec a dent civ i li za tion. In 
lan guage closer to that employed by Fanon’s teacher Aimé Césaire, Gandhi indicted 
Euro pean civ i li za tion as degrading and decivilizing.14 The colo nial con text was 
where the decivilizing char ac ter of Europe was most extreme and there fore vis i ble, 
but it was not spe cific to that con text. For Gandhi, the colo nial state was rep re
sen ta tive of the mod ern state, whose coer cive vio lence was nec es sar ily a threat to 
free dom; he thus pur sued a more thor oughly antistatist ver sion of the anti co lo nial 
cri tique of Euro pean civ i li za tion.15

The cri tiques of Euro pean civ i li za tion advanced by Gandhi and Fanon are artic
u lated from the stand point of the col o nized and the prac tices of colo nial rule. View
ing colo nial ism from this situated con text, one would come to see these dynam ics 
of exploi ta tion, dom i na tion, and expan sion most clearly. They also argued that 
such dynam ics could not be miti gated, arrested, or redeemed from within the tra
di tions of Euro pean civ i li za tion—a con clu sion that distinguishes the anti co lo nial 
cri tique of Euro pean civ i li za tion from the con tem po rary cri tique of Euro cen trism.

Relatedly, the audi ence for this anti co lo nial cri tique is not Europe itself, but 
fel low col o nized elite sub jects, who like Gandhi and Fanon were engaged in the col
lec tive pro ject of decol o ni za tion. The dia logic mode of Hind Swaraj, for instance, 
speaks back to the rad i cal anti co lo nial nation al ist who has embraced vio lent means 
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that repro duce the colo nial state’s dom i na tion and coer cion. The Wretched of the 
Earth cri tiques fel low nation al ists who have failed to prop erly engage in pop u lar 
mobi li za tion. In these con texts, Gandhi and Fanon deploy the cri tique of Euro pean 
civ i li za tion as a strat egy of unmooring fel low col o nized elites from their ven er a
tion of Euro pean ide als and aspi ra tion to mimic Euro pean mod els. Such aspi ra
tions framed decol o ni za tion as a pro ject of catch ing up to Europe, of rep li cat ing 
its tra jec tory of moder nity. As Gandhi put it, “Indian rule based on mod ern meth
ods” would con demn India to “become a sec ond or fifth edi tion of Europe or Amer
ica.”16 For Fanon, this was “sick en ing mim icry” and a futile pro ject. For if the goal 
of decol o ni za tion was to rep li cate a Euro pean model, there was no need to reject 
Euro pean rule.17

By dem on strat ing that Europe is a dec a dent and irre deem able civ i li za tion, 
Gandhi and Fanon aimed to dis rupt the imi ta tive ambi tion of fel low col o nized 
elites and clear the ground for a pro ject of inno vat ing alter na tive paths of social 
and polit i cal trans for ma tion in the col o nized world. The rejec tion of Euro pean 
mod els need not be taken to be pri mar ily a claim of authen tic ity. Though Gandhi 
espe cially sought to reju ve nate Indian insti tu tions, nei ther thinker placed cul tural 
par tic u lar ity or sin gu lar ity as their pri mary objec tion to fol low ing Euro pean mod
els. Instead, they both diag nosed a gap between social con di tions in the col ony and 
inherited Euro pean insti tu tions, con cepts, and prac tices.18

It is with this back ground in mind that we might reread Fanon’s famous call to 
stretch Marx ist anal y sis in the con text of a racialized colo nial world.19 This is usu
ally taken up as a cri tique of the lim its of Western Marx ism, but his inter ven tion 
here is bet ter under stood as a con tri bu tion to a cen turylong debate at the heart 
of ThirdWorld Marx ism, a debate about how class anal y sis and strat e gies of rev
o lu tion could be rep li cated under diff er ent his tor i cal con di tions, in soci e ties with 
diff er ent his tor i cal tra jec to ries. For Fanon, a cen tral and dis tinc tive expe ri ence 
of colo nial moder nity is the coex is tence of the hyper mod ern along side socalled 
tra di tional social and eco nomic forms. The clash and misrecognition of these two 
social forces expose and exac er bate a much deeper divide between the urban and 
rural, one that is spa tial and exis ten tial, cul tural and polit i cal. It also gen er ates a 
dis tinct type of class for ma tion where the nation al ist bour geoi sie is really a cos mo
pol i tancom pra dor elite, and the urban work ing class func tions more like a pam
pered bour geoi sie. Both clas ses are polit i cally con scious but turn out to be weak if 
not cor rupt; in short, they are not by nature pro gres sive forces.20

The need for ana lytic stretching emerges from the fail ure of inherited catego
ries to come to terms with this colo nial sit u a tion and to gen er ate a polit i cal pro
gram of trans for ma tion. Fanon illus trates this fail ure through an anal y sis of the 
nation al ist party, which grafts onto the col ony a model of polit i cal mobi li za tion 
devel oped for indus tri al ized soci e ties in which the base of social ist and other left 
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parties is largely com posed of an urban pro le tar iat. Among the elite, Fanon argues 
there is a “blind devo tion” to the polit i cal form of the party that “takes pri or ity over 
a ratio nal study of colo nial soci ety.”21 Absent an ade quate recon sti tu tion of the 
party form for the social real ity of the col ony, the party addresses itself to an urban 
pro le tar iat who con sti tutes only a small minor ity of the col o nized and whose social 
con di tions are far removed from the rural masses.22 More gen er ally, urban elites 
are pit ted against the rural major ity; they do not know or trust the rural masses and 
repro duce the same colo nial prej u dices about the lat ter’s back ward ness. Instead 
of try ing to orga nize, inte grate, or polit i cize a class, which was for Fanon the real 
source of rev o lu tion ary energy, the urban elite instead exploits and manip u lates 
it.23 In this con text, the party quickly degen er ates into a bureau cratic and scle rotic 
shell rather than becom ing a nim ble insti tu tion capa ble of adapting to the con di
tions of mass mobi li za tion in the col ony.

There is a strik ing over lap with Gandhi’s crit i cism of elite nation al ism as merely 
want ing “English rule with out the English man.”24 That the Westernedu cated elite 
did not want to change the nature of rule but merely occupy the place of rul ers was 
a sign that elite nation al ism was at heart an ego is tic desire for power. Fanon and 
Gandhi both por tray the urban elite as dec a dent, even hedo nis tic, and by nature 
exploit ative. The elites are blind to the fact that truly pop u lar rule had to start in 
the coun try side, with the mobi li za tion of the poor, rural major ity. Without such 
par tic i pa tion in the pro ject of selfrule, nom i nal decol o ni za tion would amount to 
lit tle more than a “mere change of per son nel,”25 and “the masses . . .  would merely 
pass from one form of slav ery to another.”26

Fanon’s and Gandhi’s crit i cism of elite nation al ism was pri mar ily polit i cal; 
they argue, in diff er ent ways, that true decol o ni za tion is being thwarted by elite 
cap ture and the refusal to fully polit i cize or include the rural major ity—that is, 
the refusal to make them agents of pop u lar rule. Within this cri tique of imi ta tive 
nation al ism, how ever, is also an epi ste mic claim about the social forces and insti
tu tions—imma nent to the col o nized world—that are capa ble of being reju ve nated 
and/or mobi lized to real ize the pro ject of lib er a tion.

In Gandhi’s case, the cri tique of elite nation al ism was connected to an alter na
tive view of the means and ends of a pop u lar swa raj, or what Gandhi termed “swa raj 
in terms of the masses.”27 Satyagraha in the form of dis obe di ence and non co op er a tion 
would pro vide “scaff old ing” for the inter nal reform and “pos i tive” con struc tion 
of indig e nous insti tu tions.28 Gandhi asso ci ated the social con tent of swa raj with 
“the con struc tive programme” and its three fold empha sis on HinduMus lim unity, 
the abo li tion of untouch abil ity, and the pro mo tion of khadi (handspun cloth). 
Mass par tic i pa tion in khadi, for exam ple, was essen tial; it was a pro gram pre cisely 
“ cal cu lated . . .  to make the poorest of India, whether men or women, con scious 
of their strength and make them par tak ers in the strugg le for India’s free dom.”29 
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The con struc tive pro gram was a national pro gram conducted at the vil lage level; 
it aimed at the recon struc tion and revival of the selfrul ing Indian vil lage as the 
cor ner stone of a rad i cally decentralized pol ity, an alter na tive basis of indi vid ual 
selfrule and true democ racy.

Whether one accepts the sub stan tive con clu sions of Fanon’s or Gandhi’s ana ly
ses, what is note wor thy is that both frame the prob lem of Euro cen trism as a ques
tion of how inherited ana ly ses, prac tices, and insti tu tions dis tort our capac ity to 
under stand the dis tinct polit i cal dynam ics and pre dic a ments of colo nial soci e ties. 
They show, in other words, how the enthrall ment to Western categories makes it 
impos si ble to prop erly cog nize alter na tive futures and enun ci ate strat e gies needed 
to attain them. By trac ing this pre oc cu pa tion across two diff er ently situated think
ers, we are suggesting how broadly the inad e quacy of inherited categories of 
thought reg is tered as a prob lem. For any pro ject of recon struc tion requires a truer 
com pre hen sion of a real ity that was seen to have been fun da men tally obscured or 
distorted in the colo nial mir ror. For anti co lo nial think ers, to move beyond Euro
cen trism, to engage in decol o ni za tion, was thus inti mately tied to a pro ject of 
devel op ing ana lyt i cal and polit i cal mod els that prop erly corresponded to the speci
ficities of the (post)colo nial con text.

The Limits of the Contemporary Critique of Euro cen trism
In con tem po rary polit i cal the ory, attempts to reckon with the leg a cies of empire 
and the chal lenge of Euro cen trism have enlisted insights from anti co lo nial crit i
cism. While there are sim i lar i ties and over laps in com mon worries over epi ste mic 
dom i na tion and occlu sion, the ways in which the prob lem of Euro cen trism is posed 
and resolved today are mark edly diff er ent. Consider, for exam ple, the dan gers of 
notions of uni lin ear his tory, which posi tion Europe as the telos of the post co lo nial 
world, a con cern shared by Gandhi as well as a num ber of crit i cal the o rists work ing 
from Foucauldian as well as Habermasian per spec tives.30 The pur pose and impli
ca tions of mak ing his tor i cal prog ress an object of cri tique diff ers dra mat i cally. For 
Gandhi, as we suggested above, questioning the idea of prog ress was in part meant 
to dis rupt the inter nal i za tion of the supe ri or ity of Euro pean civ i li za tion among 
the col o nized. This, in turn, freed the assess ment of one’s own prac tices and tra di
tions, and the capac ity to reform and inno vate them, from imposed cul tural val ues. 
This kind of epi ste mic swa raj or auton omy was the pre con di tion for sus tain ing the 
ongo ing pro ject of decol o ni za tion.

In both form and con tent, the con tem po rary cri tique of Euro cen trism in polit
i cal the ory departs sig nifi  cantly from this endeavor. Below, we will explore three 
prominent attempts, from within the broad tra di tion of crit i cal the ory, to over come 
Euro cen trism espe cially as an obsta cle to build ing new uni ver sals. Perhaps the most 
dis tinc tive aspect of how con tem po rary crit i cal the ory poses the prob lem of Euro
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cen trism is that it treats it pri mar ily as an intel lec tual or epi ste mic prob lem. Hence, 
notions of devel op ment and ratio nal ism that implic itly struc ture Euro pean polit i
cal thought are framed as the pri mary objects of cri tique. Implied in this empha sis 
is an ide al ist account of empire, which views impe rial dom i na tion as the prod uct of 
exclu sion ary phil o soph i cal or anthro po log i cal assump tions. To decol o nize polit i cal 
the ory from this per spec tive is to cleanse and purify intel lec tual tra di tions. In this 
sec tion, we iden tify three strat e gies by which this cleans ing oper a tion is enacted: 
redemp tive, cor rec tive, and dia logic. Each of these makes impor tant inter ven tions 
in illu mi nat ing the embed ded log ics of Euro cen trism, but they remain lim ited by 
abstrac tion, selfref er en tial ity, and/or a lim ited engage ment with the polit i cal con
di tions and con texts of post co lo nial soci e ties.

A cen tral starting place for the con tem po rary cri tique of Euro cen trism is 
the view that Euro pean polit i cal the ory and polit i cal the ory more gen er ally have 
ignored or silenced the his tory of empire and the intel lec tual tra di tions of the 
col o nized. This silence opens Susan BuckMorss’s influ en tial 2000 essay “Hegel 
and Haiti” as she locates a dis crep ancy between met a phor i cal invo ca tions of slav
ery among Enlightenment the o rists of free dom and their rare engage ment with 
the New World slav ery of their day.31 For BuckMorss, the selfeman ci pa tion of 
enslaved peo ple on the island of Saint Domingue dur ing the French Revolution 
bursts open the ques tion of the rela tion ship between uni ver sal ide als and slav
ery in a way that the Euro pean pub lic sphere could no lon ger ignore. She reads 
Hegel’s lord ship/bond age dia lec tic in The Phenomenology of Spirit as one instance in 
which a Euro pean mas ter the o rist encoun tered and incor po rated the real strugg les 
of enslaved peo ple in his the o ri za tion of free dom. Though BuckMorss stages this 
encoun ter between Hegel and Haiti with an eye to open ing a path for decentering 
Europe, her account none the less redeems the uni ver sal intent of Euro pean moder
nity. As she puts it, the pro ject is one of “res cu ing the idea of uni ver sal his tory from 
the uses to which white dom i na tion has put it.”32 Centering the role of Hai tian rev
o lu tion ar ies in cat a lyz ing the ideal of uni ver sal free dom, she con tends, means that 
this pro ject “does not need to be discarded, but, rather, redeemed and reconsti
tuted on a diff er ent basis.”33

One sal u tary upshot of this effort is the rever sal of a Euro cen tric story of trans
mis sion in which ide als and prac tices travel from Euro pean metropole to colo nial 
periph ery. Locating the source of the lord ship/bond age dia lec tic in the Hai tian 
Revolution, BuckMorss con ceives of the col o nized as the source of the ideal of 
uni ver sal free dom. But this has the unin tended effect of rec og niz ing sub al tern 
polit i cal action only through the ver i fi ca tion of a canon i cal thinker and in terms 
of an alreadyexisting ideal.34 It is as the basis of Hegel’s the o ri za tion that the Hai
tian Revolution enters the realm of uni ver sal his tory. And the exem plary moment 
in the encoun ter between Hegel and Haiti is not the rev o lu tion ary pro ject itself 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/critical-tim
es/article-pdf/4/3/359/1481874/359getachew

.pdf by guest on 17 April 2024



G E TAC H E W and  M A NT E N A  |  T H E D EC O LO N I Z AT IO N O F P O L IT IC A L T H EO RY |  369

but Hegel’s “clar ity,” his abil ity and will ing ness to learn from the rev o lu tion of the 
enslaved.35 The redemp tive mode of cri tique thus con scripts sub al tern actors in 
a selfref er en tial pro ject in which Euro pean polit i cal thought is both the starting 
and end points. Neither the form nor the con tent of the uni ver sal is altered, but it 
is now cleansed of its asso ci a tion with exclu sion and dom i na tion.

Hegel and his leg acy also loom large in a more recent effort at decolonizing 
polit i cal the ory—Amy Allen’s The End of Progress (2016). Allen attends to the con
tem po rary Frankfurt School of crit i cal the ory, whose most prominent rep re sen ta
tives Jürgen Habermas, Axel Honneth, and Rainer Forst, she argues, have remained 
silent on the his tory of impe ri al ism and the rela tion ship between moralpolit i cal 
uni ver sals and impe ri al ism. She aims to diag nose this silence by trac ing its source 
to deep phil o soph i cal invest ments in developmentalism among Frankfurt School 
the o rists, invest ments stem ming from a com mit ment to a form of imma nent cri
tique that does not fall prey to rel a tiv ism.36

Though both Habermas and Honneth employ a defla tion ary, con tin gent, 
and revers ible account of prog ress, Allen argues that the account of socio cul
tural learn ing and the appeal to “the neces sity and unavoidability of the uni ver
sal norms cen tral to the leg acy of the Enlightenment” repro duces a hier ar chi cal 
order ing with Euro pean moder nity at the apex.37 While Forst does not rely on sim
i lar neoHege lian com mit ments, his alter na tive strat egy of ground ing normativity 
in a uni ver sal moralpolit i cal stan dard of “the right to jus ti fi ca tion,” drawn from 
an account of prac ti cal rea son, fares no bet ter in its Euro cen trism. Forst avoids 
the prob lem of developmentalism, but he implic itly uni ver sal izes the par tic u lar. 
Forst’s con cep tion of prac ti cal rea son is revealed to be “a thick, par tic u lar, and 
Euro cen tric notion in dis guise.”38

In this effort to decol o nize crit i cal the ory, Allen pow er fully employs the Frank
furt School’s method of imma nent cri tique against itself. Through care ful recon
struc tion of the three the o rists, she identifies a per sis tent and unac knowl edged 
com mit ment to developmentalism, which is not eas ily excis able from the nor
ma tive aims of crit i cal the ory. Progress, in her read ing, is a nec es sary fea ture of 
Habermas’s and Honneth’s polit i calthe o ret i cal pro ject. Relatedly, Allen’s cri tique 
of back wardlooking prog ress casts doubt on the redemp tive strat egy BuckMorss 
pur sues. The Euro cen trism embed ded in ideas of prog ress and uni ver sal his tory is 
not a mat ter of “selec tive and inap pro pri ate appli ca tion” but instead func tions as a 
struc tur ing logic.39 As a result, res cu ing uni ver sal his tory from the uses to which 
white dom i na tion has put it is bound to fail.

But if Allen moves beyond a redemp tive read ing of the tra di tion of crit i cal the
ory, her cor rec tive strat egy rein forces an ide al ist account of empire in which impe
ri al ism issues from an epi ste mic stand point that views Euro pean moder nity as 
uni ver sal. Allen puts the ide al ist account of empire in the fol low ing terms: “Impe
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rialism as a polit i cal pro ject can not sus tain itself with out the idea of empire, and 
the idea of empire, in turn, is nourished by a phil o soph i cal and cul tural imag i nary 
that jus ti fied the polit i cal sub ju ga tion of dis tant ter ri to ries and their native pop
u la tions through claims that such peo ples are less advanced, cog ni tively infe rior, 
and there fore nat u rally sub or di nate.”40 It is not clear such a uni di rec tional rela
tion ship between impe rial ideas and impe ri al ism accu rately cap tures the prob lem 
of empire.41 For our pur poses here, the prob lem with this ide al ist approach is that 
it abstracts the task of decolonizing polit i cal the ory, empha siz ing the iden ti fi ca tion 
and trans for ma tion of hid den impe rial phil o soph i cal assump tions.

As we described in the last sec tion, anti co lo nial think ers also incor po rated a cri
tique of false uni ver sal ism as part of their con cep tion of decol o ni za tion. But notice 
the anti co lo nial cri tique began from a his tor i cal and mate rial account of the expe
ri ence of empire. It was less inter ested in locat ing the the o ret i cal sources of these 
false uni ver sals than record ing and transforming their prac ti cal con se quences. We 
will argue in the fol low ing sec tion that this approach opens an alter na tive path for 
the decol o ni za tion of polit i cal the ory that takes the form of gen er at ing ana ly ses 
and reanimating con cepts to bet ter attend to the polit i cal tra jec to ries of the post
co lo nial world.

For Allen and oth ers, how ever, polit i cal the o rists’ capacities to grap ple with 
post co lo nial con di tions and the ory depend on over com ing its inter nal and implicit 
com mit ments to Euro cen trism. Her cor rec tive strat egy aims to over come “the 
seduc tions of selfcon grat u la tion,” induc ing crit i cal the o rists to “adopt a stance 
of mod esty or humil ity, not one of supe ri or ity, toward our own moral cer tain
ties.”42 This humil ity, she argues, is a starting point for any pro cess of intercultural 
exchange and learn ing.43 But in Allen, even such calls for humil ity are oddly self
ref er en tial, since they are grounded in skep ti cal the o ries of his tory championed by 
Adorno and Foucault and not dis tinc tive to, nor the prod uct of any dia logue with, 
anti co lo nial or post co lo nial think ing.

The dia logue with “cul tural Others” to which Allen ges tures is taken up more 
thor oughly in James Tully’s pro ject of deparochializing Western polit i cal thought. 
Like Allen, Tully draws from Foucault, but where she is concerned with his explo
ra tion of the entangled his tory of power and rea son, Tully high lights an ori en ta
tion to phi los o phy as a ten ta tive activ ity in need of con stant revi sion and cor rec
tion.44 For Foucault, a selfreflex ive phi los o phy can only emerge from an encoun ter 
and engage ment with “the prac tice of a knowl edge that is for eign to it.”45 Tully 
 identifies sig nifi  cant road blocks to this pro cess of engage ment, from the ten dency 
to uni ver sal ize one’s intel lec tual tra di tion to the ways the dom i nant inter loc u tor 
sur rep ti tiously sets the pro ce dural terms of the dia logue in an exclu sion ary man
ner. Though he rec og nizes that these ten den cies are deeply related to wider polit
i cal and eco nomic asymmetries and has else where charted these rela tions, his 
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most recent inter ven tions empha size the psy cho log i cal chal lenges to mean ing ful 
engage ment with nonWestern tra di tions, espe cially the ten den cies toward self
decep tion and selfaggran dize ment.46

To arrive at a gen u ine dia logue that pro duces “recip ro cal elu ci da tion,” Tully 
out lines the nec es sary pre pa ra tory work the o rists in the Western tra di tion need to 
under take.47 The ulti mate aim of a deparochializing dia logue requires first paro
chializing Western polit i cal thought. The uni ver sal and abstract form of polit i cal 
the ory needs to be counteracted by his tor i cal contextualization reveal ing, on the 
one hand, the par tic u lar and nongeneralizable char ac ter of Euro pean thought and, 
on the other, the vio lent his tory of impe rial impo si tion through which the insti tu
tions and prac tices of the Western world were glob al ized.48 Such parochialization 
is joined with a plu ral i za tion of what counts as polit i cal thought. As a spe cial ized 
aca demic genre, polit i cal the ory tends to priv i lege abstract and for mal ized forms 
of polit i cal think ing. But, as Tully notes, most polit i cal thought does not take this 
form. He argues for a broad vision of polit i cal thought, begin ning from the assump
tion that “wher ever there are peo ple involved in prac tices of gov er nance of one self 
and oth ers—and this is in every form of soci ety, small or large—there is polit i
cal thought in and about those prac tices of gov er nance.”49 The bound aryopen ing 
exer cise of plu ral iz ing polit i cal thought can only pro duce mean ing ful cross 
cul tural dia logues when we rec og nize that polit i cal thought hap pens in the con text 
of tra di tions. That is, nonWestern texts and think ers can not be selected for dia
logue and com par a tive engage ment with out reconstructing the con sti tu tive back
ground of the tra di tions in which they first appear as inter ven tions.50

Tully’s call for a situated read ing of nonWestern texts cor rects a decol o ni za
tion of polit i cal the ory where canon expan sion does not take seri ously the spe cific 
prob lemspaces of nonWestern think ers. As we have mod eled in our dis cus sion of 
Fanon and Gandhi, we take the view that reconstructing the ani mat ing ques tions 
and audi ence of anti co lo nial thought is cen tral to any crit i cal engage ment with its 
the o ret i cal inter ven tions. While we share Tully’s his tor i cally contextualist ori en ta
tion, his lan guage of tra di tions might be too restric tive to make sense of think ers 
for whom an imposed rela tion ship to the West and Western polit i cal thought is the 
starting point of polit i cal the o riz ing.

We view intel lec tual tra di tions as more inter tex tual, lay ered, and always open 
to appro pri a tion and reinscription, rather than dis crete, selfenclosed con ver sa
tions. The par a dig matic instance of a lay ered, conscripted, and cre a tive tra di tion is 
the tra di tion of Black polit i cal thought, which, formed against the dis lo ca tions of 
trans at lan tic slav ery, was never artic u lated as entirely out side the West but rather 
was cocon sti tuted with Western polit i cal thought.51 Even intel lec tual tra di tions that 
might appear whole and con tin u ous—such as Indian or Afri can or Islamic polit i cal 
thought—were pro foundly and deci sively disrupted by Euro pean dom i na tion.52
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The dis lo ca tion of colo nial ism does not mean, how ever, that the insti tu tions, 
pro cesses, and dis courses of Euro pean moder nity were trans posed whole sale onto 
post co lo nial soci e ties. Instead, colo nial conscription pro duced an uneven, diff er
en ti ated expe ri ence of the mod ern. It is the attempt to con cep tu al ize the spe cific 
char ac ter of this expe ri ence of moder nity and the o rize polit i cal futures shaped by 
that expe ri ence that con sti tutes the cen tral conun drums of anti co lo nial and post
co lo nial thought. In this respect, in Sudipta Kaviraj’s for mu la tion, what makes 
mod ern Indian thought Indian is not so much a phil o soph i cal her i tage drawn from 
the con cepts of clas si cal Indian texts, but the efforts of a range of Indian think ers to 
stretch the con cepts of Western polit i cal thought in order to grasp the dis tinc tive 
expe ri ence of colo nial moder nity.53

The his tor i cally spe cific tra jec to ries of the post co lo nial world alert us to a 
recur ring absence in the con tem po rary cri tique of Euro cen trism—a the o ret i cal 
engage ment with the expe ri ence of pol i tics beyond the West. That is, in the pre
oc cu pa tion with an epis te mo log i cal decol o ni za tion, con tem po rary the o rists have 
failed to notice that the most con se quen tial prob lem with our polit i calthe o ret i cal 
con cepts may not be that they are inter nally and nec es sar ily impe rial, but instead 
that they lack crit i cal pur chase on the polit i cal prac tices of most of the world. In the 
face of polit i cal tra jec to ries that do not cor re spond to the expe ri ence of moder nity 
in the West, the con cep tual categories culled from this expe ri ence run up against 
their own socio log i cal and his tor i cal lim its. The exhaus tion of our con cep tual 
vocab u lary in the con text of pol i tics beyond the West requires reorienting the task 
of decolonizing polit i cal the ory beyond strat e gies of redemp tion, cor rec tion, and 
dia logue.

Alternative Modes of Decolonizing Political Theory
The decol o ni za tion of polit i cal the ory can move beyond the cri tique of Euro cen
trism by tak ing up the polit i cal pre dic a ments of the nonWestern world as sites 
of polit i cal the o riz ing. In the first sec tion of this essay, we sketched a his tor i cal 
and con tex tual approach to this task that situated Gandhi and Fanon in the spe
cific prob lemspace of anti co lo nial ism. Here we out line an ana lytic approach that 
aims to develop the o ret i cal insights from the expe ri ence of post co lo nial pol i tics. 
We iden tify two strat e gies for this ana lyt i cal agenda: con cep tual inno va tion, where 
new con cepts are gen er ated out of the spe cific expe ri ences of post co lo nial pol i tics, 
and con cep tual reanimation, through which existing con cepts are reformulated and 
retheorized as a result of their cir cu la tion and instan ti a tion in post co lo nial con
texts.

We exca vate these strat e gies from anti co lo nial insights into the con se quences 
of Europe’s epi ste mic dom i na tion and how those insights have been taken up and 
expanded by con tem po rary post co lo nial the o rists. In the work of Fanon and Gan
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dhi, one leg acy of epi ste mic dom i na tion was the psy cho log i cal wound of cul tural 
infe ri or ity, one that was expressed via an enthrall ment to the West and the desire 
to emu late its val ues and insti tu tions. Many con tem po rary post co lo nial and deco
lonial crit ics rightly point to the nor ma tive injus tice of this dom i nance, namely the 
ways in which Euro pean knowl edge sys tems were vio lently imposed, com plicit in 
dom i na tion, and were them selves biased and exclu sion ary. A sec ond leg acy of epi
ste mic dom i nance was its impli ca tion in con cep tual dis tor tions about the nature of 
col o nized soci e ties. Recognizing and correcting these ana lyt i cal fail ures was a nec
es sary part of the polit i cal pro ject of decol o ni za tion and the recon struc tive ambi
tions of anti co lo nial ism.

Contemporary post co lo nial the o rists such as Partha Chatterjee, Sudipta Kavi
raj, and Mahmood Mamdani have also assessed the lim ited ana lyt i cal pur chase of 
Euro pean categories for attend ing to post co lo nial pol i tics, and, we argue, they have 
employed the strat e gies of inno va tion and reanimation to tran scend these lim its. 
But where Gandhi and Fanon announced their cri tique of epi ste mic dom i nance 
with decol o ni za tion as a polit i cal hori zon yet to be real ized, these the o rists write 
in the con text of its eclipse. Indeed, their pro jects began as efforts to reassess and 
come to grips with the yawn ing gap between the expec ta tions of decol o ni za tion in 
the midtwen ti eth cen tury and the expe ri ence of post co lo nial pol i tics.54 Why the 
uto pian aspi ra tions of fig ures like Fanon and Gandhi failed to mate ri al ize, what the 
leg a cies of a par tial and incom plete pro cess of decol o ni za tion have been for post
co lo nial soci e ties, and how best to assess the modal i ties of post co lo nial pol i tics in 
its wake have been cen tral to this cohort of the o rists. This has been pri mar ily an 
ana lyt i cal and crit i cal pro ject, but as we shall see, it has also at times gen er ated a 
reformulation of decol o ni za tion as a nor ma tive hori zon.

This effort to develop new ana lyt i cal frame works emerged from a broad con
sen sus that the tra di tional categories of Western polit i cal thought were not ade
quate to describe or ana lyze the global expe ri ence of pol i tics, espe cially the polit i
cal life of the post co lo nial world. For much of the twen ti eth cen tury, this con sen sus 
was expressed in a dis mis sive way. In the cri sis and after math of decol o ni za tion, 
many Western ana lysts and observ ers came to inter pret polit i cal for ma tions in 
these soci e ties as expres sive of var i ous absences and fail ures. Third World soci e
ties or new nations did not rep li cate the pro cesses of mod ern i za tion, democ ra ti
za tion, and indus tri al i za tion as given in the socio log i cal and his tor i cal nar ra tives 
under ly ing Western polit i cal thought. But because of the con tinu ing hold of these 
categories, expla na tions for nonreplication often relied on attri bu tions of socio
cul tural pathol ogy or his tor i cal back ward ness.55 There was very lit tle attempt to 
rethink, adjust, or stretch categories such as the nationstate, democ racy, or the 
polit i cal party to bet ter fit these new polit i cal real i ties and expe ri ences. Rather, the 
over rid ing impulse was to treat diff er ence as anom aly or devi a tion.56
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Central to post co lo nial inter ven tions is the view that the categories of mod ern 
social and polit i cal thought have been closely teth ered to the his tor i cal tra jec tory of 
moder nity in the West and there fore reach pal pa ble lim its when uncrit i cally applied 
across soci e ties whose inser tion into the global his tory of moder nity was enacted on 
very diff er ent terms, according to very diff er ent tem po ral i ties, and under diff er ent 
pres sures. Sudipta Kaviraj has thought fully reflected on how to com pre hend in the o
ret i cal terms this his tor i cal fact and what it demands from us as the o rists. He sugg ests 
there are at least four basic rea sons that moder nity, while essen tially a global pro cess, 
fol lows a “logic of selfdiff er en ti a tion”;57 that is, as moder nity spreads it becomes 
more plu ral and var ied.58 Whether defined pri mar ily by the spread of cap i tal ism and 
indus tri al i za tion, cul tural and insti tu tional rationalization, or statefor ma tion and 
democ ra ti za tion, polit i cal moder nity does not take place upon a blank state. Even 
if under stood as rad i cally dis rup tive, the expe ri ence of moder nity will be shaped by 
preexisting social forms that are super seded and/or transformed. Secondly, in much 
of the nonWestern world, these pro cesses appear in diff er ent sequences and com
bi na tions, often imposed under diff er ent con fig u ra tions of power. For instance, in 
most decolonizing soci e ties, polit i cal democ racy is often insti tuted before or along
side pro jects of topdown indus tri al i za tion, a sequence and com bi na tion that will 
inev i ta bly change the char ac ter and sta bil ity of dem o cratic con tes ta tion. The third 
fac tor is closely related to the sec ond and stems from the insti tu tional leg a cies of 
colo nial rule. The colo nial imprint var ied immensely depending on the char ac ter of 
that rule, from set tler colo nial ism, to prac tices of indi rect rule, to con di tions of racial 
slav ery. Finally, and per haps most crucially, then, there is a reflex iv ity and impro vi
sa tional qual ity to the way post co lo nial soci e ties and think ers take up, inter pret, and 
respond to these pro cesses, which is reflected in anti co lo nial debate as well as in non
Western polit i cal tra di tions more gen er ally. The encoun ter with colo nial moder nity 
and Western polit i cal thought opens a space of selfcon scious inter ro ga tion and 
inno va tion pre cisely because nonWestern think ers can view Western con cepts with 
crit i cal dis tance, some times from the stand point of late com ers, but always as simul
ta neously insid ers and out sid ers.

The strat e gies for gen er at ing the ory—con cep tual inno va tion and reanimation—
that we pro pose fol low from Kaviraj’s insights. What Kaviraj’s ana ly ses sugg est is 
that reflex iv ity and var i a tion in the expan sion of polit i cal moder nity is a pro foundly 
enabling con di tion for the gen er a tion of the ory once we jet ti son the assump tion that 
pol i tics out side the West is sim ply back ward, anom a lous, or devi ant. It is an enabling 
con di tion because jux ta po si tion and com par i son across diverse cases allow one to dis
cern what are nec es sary or uni ver sal char ac ter is tics of mod ern pol i tics and what are 
con tin gent or conjunctural, as well as to locate novel tra jec to ries and trends. Con
ceptual inno va tion takes the dynam ics of diff er en ti a tion and plu ral i za tion seri ously; 
it attends to the spec i fic ity of post co lo nial polit i cal his to ries and pre dic a ments and 
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from there tries to gen er ate new con cepts, categories, and forms of anal y sis to best 
cap ture the nov elty and dis tinct ness of these expe ri ences.59 Conceptual reanimation, 
on the other hand, begins from existing con cepts and categories, tests and inter ro
gates them visàvis diverse instances, and then revises, stretches, and clarifies the 
categories accord ingly.

Partha Chatterjee’s the o ri za tion of “polit i cal soci ety” is exem plary of the kind 
of con cep tual inno va tion we have in mind.60 Sharply dis tin guished from civil soci
ety, or the clas si cal bour geois pub lic, polit i cal soci ety was pro posed as the new, 
modal form of mass dem o cratic pol i tics across most of the world. It is closely tied 
to the logic of governmentality and is meant to cap ture the polit i cal life of enu
mer ated, clas si fied pop u la tions—such as squat ters, ref u gees, itin er ant labor ers—
defined often by their ille gal or paralegal sta tus via the state. Clashes with the state 
become sites of con tes ta tion, nego ti a tion, and the stra te gic extrac tion of ben e fits. 
While civil soci ety asso ci ates and leg is lates, polit i cal soci ety pro tests and demands 
exemp tions. For Chatterjee, this novel pat tern of polit i ci za tion and col lec tive mobi
li za tion was entailed by a spe cific, compacted sequence of post co lo nial democ racy: 
uni ver sal suff rage and a governmentalized bureau cracy established prior to (or in 
the absence of ) indus tri al i za tion and a uni fied, national demos. Political soci ety is 
marked by a het er og e nous and con stantly diff er en ti at ing social—the very essence 
of Foucauldian governmentality—which Chatterjee sugg ests is not only the norm 
of post co lo nial democ racy but also becom ing the uni ver sal expe ri ence of democ
racy every where. In its dis tance from and dis trust of lib eral modes of rep re sen ta
tion, polit i cal soci ety is a cog nate con cept to pop u lism and counterdemocracy.61 
Here the impli ca tion is that under stand ing the dis tinct dynam ics of post co lo nial 
democ racy might pro vide insight into the cri sis and trans for ma tion of Western 
democ racy. For in many ways, con tem po rary pol i tics in the West also has betrayed 
some longheld expec ta tions of polit i cal moder nity.

A sec ond exem plar of con cep tual inno va tion is Mahmood Mamdani’s idea of 
the “bifur cated state” as the typ i cal stateform of colo nial and post co lo nial Africa. 
Divided between a directly ruled civil sphere marked by racial exclu sion and an 
indi rectly ruled cus tom ary sphere diff er en ti ated along eth nic lines, the bifur cated 
state priv i le ges and polit i cizes claims of indigeneity.62 Mamdani shows how many 
cri ses of post co lo nial pol i tics in Africa stem from this dis tinc tive institutionaliza
tion of power and iden tity and, crucially, its incom plete decol o ni za tion. While 
inde pen dence from colo nial rule was accom pa nied by the deracialization of civil 
soci ety, it rarely involved democ ra ti za tion of the cus tom ary, which Mamdani defi
nes as deethnicization or detrib al iza tion. What Mamdani was espe cially keen to 
show was that post co lo nial polit i cal iden ti ties—racial, eth nic, tribal—were nei ther 
pri mor dial nor nat u ral, nei ther cul tural nor eco nomic in ori gin, but rather a direct 
con se quence of statefor ma tion.
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Chatterjee and Mamdani reverse the logic of norm and devi a tion and sugg est 
that what once seemed devi ant in fact holds a clue to under stand ing the true tra jec
to ries of mod ern pol i tics writ large. To make these polit i cal forms legit i mate objects 
of the o ret i cal inquiry, they attend to their spec i fic ity and offer a pos i tive con cep tu
al i za tion. Over the course of devel op ing and elab o rat ing these new con cepts, they 
link the spe cific polit i cal forms to more gen eral his tor i cal pro cesses and eval u ate 
them through com par i son. Here com par i son does not take the form of assessing a 
spe cific expe ri ence against a nor ma tive model. Instead, by iden ti fy ing com pa ra ble 
polit i cal tra jec to ries and elab o rat ing these con cepts in new his tor i cal and polit i cal 
set tings, they can become con texttranscending categories.63 This effort to build 
gen er al iz able the ory from the spec i fic ity of post co lo nial pol i tics is explic itly stated 
in Mamdani’s ques tion, “What can the study of Africa teach us about late mod ern 
life?”64 In recent work he has gen er al ized his insights about state formation and 
polit i cal iden ti ties, argu ing that the expe ri ence of colo nial state craft in Africa was 
part and par cel of the for ma tion of the mod ern nationstate as such, which every
where involved the vio lent man u fac ture of per ma nent major i ties and minor i ties.65

While shar ing an ana lyt i cal ori en ta tion that com bined spec i fic ity and gen er
al iz abil ity, Chatterjee and Mamdani vary in their con cern with articulating a nor
ma tive hori zon. Chatterjee’s polit i cal soci ety is pri mar ily an ana lyt i cal and crit i cal 
cat e gory. It does not name a pol i tics to be over come or to be achieved. Instead, it is 
a lens through which we might bet ter under stand the modal i ties of polit i cal claim
mak ing around the world. It is also artic u lated against an overly ide al ized and nor
ma tively laden pic ture of dem o cratic cit i zen ship, which priv i le ges the pub lic sphere 
of rights, rep re sen ta tion, and delib er a tion. By con trast, Mamdani’s diag no sis of a 
bifur cated state names a struc ture to be transcended. The bifur cated state is the 
con se quence of an incom plete pro cess of decol o ni za tion. Mamdani turns in this 
con text to a pro ject of depoliticizing eth nic and racial iden ti ties, by historicizing 
their ori gins and nam ing alter na tive modal i ties of iden ti fi ca tion.66 But if calls for 
detrib al iza tion and democ ra ti za tion are nor ma tive hori zons in Mamdani’s work, 
they are imma nent to his ana lyt i cal frame work. They do not operate as terms of 
an ideal the ory that stand apart from polit i cal prac tices. Instead, they are disclosed 
in and through the anal y sis of Afri can state formation and the modes of polit i cal 
con tes ta tion gen er ated within and against its frame works. The method of con cep
tual inno va tion thus attends to the spec i fic ity of the post co lo nial con text as a way 
of both devel op ing gen er al iz able ana lytic categories and ren o vat ing the pro ject of 
decol o ni za tion as a nor ma tive ideal.

The sec ond strat egy of reanimation is sim i larly concerned with undo ing the 
norm/devi a tion logic. Here, how ever, the pri mary con cern is with con cepts that 
have global reach. For instance, categories such as the state, democ racy, and sec
u lar ism have indeed become global, but such pre pon der ance—what we might 
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call a geo graphic uni ver sal ism—belies diver gent instan ti a tions. Studies of these 
phe nom ena in North America or Europe are assumed to have non lo cal rel e vance, 
yet from the van tage point of main stream polit i cal the ory, con cep tual work on, 
for instance, democ racy in India, sec u lar ism in Egypt, or state formation in Latin 
Amer i can or the Carib bean is viewed at best as a case study, lacking in universaliz
able the o ret i cal or nor ma tive impli ca tions. In polit i cal the ory, this is argu  ably the 
deepest leg acy of Euro cen trism: the seem ingly ingrained resis tance to the idea that 
the ory can be gen er ated from the tra jec to ries, dilem mas, and expe ri ences of non
Western pol i tics.

Reanimation would begin by tak ing a con cept, such as the con cept of democ
racy, and explor ing how it has been taken up in rad i cally diverse con texts. The 
wager is that by exam in ing how democ racy works in his tor i cal spaces far removed 
from its sup posed ori gins or idealtyp i cal form, some thing truer about the dynam
ics of democ racy might be revealed. The post co lo nial expe ri ence pres ents an 
oppor tu nity to dis in ter the the ory of democ racy from the ideo log i cal, nor ma tive, 
and socio log i cal assump tions and expec ta tions con com i tant with its devel op ment 
in the West and to delin eate fea tures that are nec es sary and global from those that 
are more local, con tin gent, or conjunctural.67 Of inter est in this method is an ana
lyt i cal uni ver sal ism, which moves beyond the global ubiq uity of prac tices and insti
tu tions to uncover recur ring log ics and dynam ics that might appear most vis i ble in 
the post co lo nial con text.

Consider for exam ple a cen tral puz zle in dem o cratic the ory about the rela tion
ship between uni ver sal suff rage and redis tri bu tion. In the his tory of democ racy, 
a com mon argu ment for and against the expan sion of suff rage was the belief that 
enfran chis ing the poor would lead to rad i cal (and destabilizing) demands for redis
tri bu tion. But the evi dence from the last two and a half cen tu ries is at best mixed. 
Electoral democ racy has only under rare cir cum stances led to such an out come and 
more alarm ingly seems com pat i ble with extreme inequal ity. Even in countries like 
India where the poor seem to be gen u inely enfran chised, iter a tive elec tions have 
not led to rad i cal or even con sis tent calls for redis tri bu tion.68 This should force 
us to think more point edly and sys tem at i cally about what obsta cles to redis tri bu
tion are thrown up from within the logic of dem o cratic pol i tics. What is it about 
the logic of dem o cratic pol i tics that makes elite cap ture pos si ble, invis i ble, and/or 
com pat i ble with democ racy? On the flipside, what is it about the nature of polit i cal 
com pe ti tion and the for ma tion of polit i cal inter ests, that “objec tive” eco nomic 
inter ests is rarely the driv ing force of polit i cal mobi li za tion?

Observers of post co lo nial pol i tics often predicted that such eco nomic inter
est and other “uni ver sal” demands would dis place “par tic u lar is tic” attach ments to 
eth nic ity, caste, and reli gion once soci e ties had under gone mod ern i za tion and in 
par tic u lar urban i za tion. Yet despite rapid urban i za tion across South Asia and now 
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Africa, the mobi li za tion of com mu nal iden tity has been a per sis tent fea ture of dem
o cratic pol i tics.69 The expe ri ence of post co lo nial democ racy has in fact con firmed 
how cen tral col lec tive iden ti ties—of race, caste, eth nic ity, and reli gion—have been 
to the logic of elec toral democ racy. And this, too, is not just as a con se quence of 
dem o cratic pol i tics being grafted onto soci e ties with deep cul tural plu ral ism, or 
soci e ties in which com mu nal iden ti ties and insti tu tions remain pow er ful.70 There 
is also a recur sive and iter a tive nature to the polit i ci za tion of iden tity in dem o
cratic pol i tics. Democratic com pe ti tion and mobi li za tion can over time polit i cize 
and empower diff er ent kinds of iden ti ties and push them into oppo si tion or alli
ance. These could be lin guis tic or eth nic or racial or reli gious, the lat ter becom ing 
a more cen tral axis of con flict glob ally over the last thirty years. Moreover, as iden
ti ties become imbri cated into dem o cratic dynam ics, they are transformed in and 
through them. As Indian democ racy, for instance, con tin ues to entrench caste in 
its very core, the mean ing and expe ri ence of caste has been pro foundly altered.71

The cumu la tive expe ri ence of elec tions and their atten dant tech niques of 
orga ni za tion, mobi li za tion, and com pe ti tion in post co lo nial democ ra cies argu  ably 
pro vide some of the best evi dence of an intrin sic con nec tion between democ racy 
and the polit i ci za tion of iden tity. Postcolonial democ ra cies, and the con flict of 
iden tity within them, have proved to be more vol a tile and vio lent than nor ma tive 
dem o cratic the ory has expected. But the sense of fra gil ity and tumult, as well as 
the con flic tual nature of democ racy, might in fact draw them closer to the ancient 
expe ri ence of democ racy. Viewed in this new light, clas si cal accounts of democ
racy might also yield fresh insight into dynam ics of iden tity in democ racy. Indeed, 
if Western the o rists were not so quick to view kin ship and birth right as pre mod ern 
and/or apo lit i cal categories, they might have noted the entrench ment of blood
based kin ship, appeals to nativ ism and birth right, at the height of Athenian democ
racy. Autochthony and birth right argu  ably made impe rial Athenian cit i zen ship 
pos si ble and pro vided the sol i dar ity that grounded its egal i tar i an ism.72 All of which 
sugg ests that stud ies of post co lo nial democ racy and new inter pre ta tions of ancient 
democ racy might make pos si ble fresh explo ra tions of the per sis tent recourse to 
kin shiplike dis tinc tions in the dynam ics of democ racy.

If we are right in suggesting that the asso ci a tion between democ racy and iden
tity is not an occa sional or acci den tal impli ca tion of democ racy, this should com pel 
us to ask diff er ent and bet ter ques tions about the link. Instead of ask ing why vot
ers respond to appeals to iden tity over eco nomic inter ests, we might instead ask, 
“Which appeals to which iden ti ties work? Under what con di tions, through which 
tac tics?” If we start inter ro gat ing democ racy in this way, we may get a new per spec
tive on the cur rent cri sis of democ racy in the West. With the rise of white nation al
ism in the US (and Europe), we have been sur prised by the potency of the open and 
bla tant appeal to white ness. Undoubtedly, this resur gence has much to do with lon
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ger and deeper his to ries of priv i lege and suprem acy built upon longstanding struc
tures of racial dom i na tion. But the form and tim ing of its resur gence is unde ni ably 
tied to strat e gies of elec toral mobi li za tion, the recourse to rac ism being a recur ring 
and con sti tu tive fea ture of dem o cratic pol i tics in the US. And yet some thing more 
needs to be under stood about the nature of dem o cratic pol i tics—per haps some
thing about the moral psy chol ogy of dem o cratic con tes ta tion—that makes appeals 
to race com pel ling and instru men tally suc cess ful. Here it would be use ful to recon
sider a clas sic work such as W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction in America in light 
of recent his tory to under stand the con di tions under which appeals to racial pride, 
as a form of social and polit i cal rec og ni tion, are suc cess ful. For in that work Du 
Bois fore grounds the con tin gent and conjunctural dynam ics of dem o cratic coa li tion
build ing that embolden the appeals to race.73

Radical diver sity of expe ri ence can cast into seri ous doubt, in a sal u tary way, 
what is nor mal and what is path o log i cal, and com pel us to reexamine what we 
take to be given in the nature of democ racy. In this way the study of post co lo nial 
democ racy can reveal some thing essen tial about the nature of democ racy—its real 
con straints, chal lenges, and pos si bil i ties. To really be open to decolonized, com
par a tive anal y sis of this kind, and to work toward con cep tual inno va tion and/or 
reanimation, the extreme normativity of con tem po rary dem o cratic the ory has to 
be jettisoned.74 Abandoning normativity is not the same as giv ing up on the prom
ise of democ racy. Rather, it means pos it ing the prob lems clearly and locat ing the 
imma nent dynam ics and insti tu tions capa ble of trans for ma tion.

Conclusion
Our strat e gies of con cep tual inno va tion and reanimation are efforts to reimag
ine the task of decolonizing polit i cal the ory. They emerge from the view that the 
cur rent con cep tion of this task has been too nar rowly pre oc cu pied with the cri
tique of Euro cen trism. This has led to argu ments and solu tions that are often self
ref er en tial and abstract. Though the argu ments might have been pro voked and 
inspired by anti co lo nial or post co lo nial crit i cism, they do not engage deeply or 
con sis tently with the intel lec tual and polit i cal con texts of argu ment that gen er
ated these crit i cal inter ven tions.

We have argued that while anti co lo nial ism engaged in a cri tique of the West—
Gandhi and Fanon pro duced arrest ing ana ly ses in this regard—it would be lim it ing 
to reduce its aspi ra tions or impli ca tions to expos ing the blind spots or exclu sion ary 
char ac ter of Western thought. Anticolonial thought had pos i tive or recon struc tive 
ambi tions. Its the o ret i cal agenda was simul ta neously ana lyt i cal and nor ma tive and 
has been taken up in cre a tive ways in post co lo nial polit i cal thought, espe cially in 
terms of devel op ing new forms and categories of anal y sis. Moreover, it is a prob
lem and agenda shared by many mod ern, nonWestern think ers, as well as what 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/critical-tim
es/article-pdf/4/3/359/1481874/359getachew

.pdf by guest on 17 April 2024



C R IT IC A L T I M E S 4:3 |  D EC E M  B E R 2021 |  380

we might call minor ity or counterhegemonic think ers within the West. All wres
tle with the inad e quacy and occlu sions of the inherited categories of social and 
polit i cal thought, but in a dis tinc tive way. They rightly per ceive that their polit i
cal expe ri ences, strugg les, and aspi ra tions are not ade quately cap tured by existing 
categories. But it is essen tial to rec og nize that some of the source of cre a tiv ity and 
orig i nal ity in these alter na tive tra di tions lies in the ways in which think ers stretch 
and trans form inherited ideas and categories rather than sim ply rejecting them. 
This is another rea son why the cri tique of Euro cen trism needs to attend to more 
sub tle moments of inven tion and trans gres sion within mod ern polit i cal thought as 
much as the more polem i cally crit i cal pos tures taken against it.

Because polit i cal the ory is a plu ral pro ject, employing var ied meth ods and the
o ret i cal approaches, the strat e gies of inno va tion and reanimation will not be the 
only ones required for the decol o ni za tion of polit i cal the ory. Yet they are instruc
tive and com pel ling for two rea sons. First, they embody a more gen eral com mit
ment to bring ing ana lyt i cal focus to nonWestern polit i cal his to ries and pre dic a
ments, and engag ing with their intel lec tual and polit i cal tra di tions. At this gen eral 
level, the decolonizing of polit i cal the ory can be taken up in diff er ent ways and 
with a vari ety of the o ret i cal ends in mind.75

Second, the more spe cific strat e gies of advanc ing new polit i cal con cepts and 
reju ve nat ing older ones share affin i ties with polit i cal the o rists’ com mit ments to 
universalizable con cepts and the o ries. As such, they sugg est ways of nav i gat ing the 
con tem po rary impasse of polit i cal the ory. If minoritized and nonWestern think
ers have long rec og nized that categories of Euro pean polit i cal thought have lim
ited pur chase on nonWestern polit i cal pre dic a ments, then the con tem po rary cri
sis of the post war dem o cratic wel fare state in the West—whether under stood as 
the decline of tra di tional polit i cal parties, the mis match between rep re sen ta tive 
insti tu tions and pop u lar pol i tics, or the emer gence of a new global right—sugg ests 
that even in the con texts that gave rise to mod ern polit i cal thought, polit i cal pre
dic a ments have out run the crit i cal and ana lyt i cal pur chase of this intel lec tual tra
di tion.76

As strat e gies for gen er at ing polit i cal the ory from diverse con texts and in 
response to new expe ri ences and pre dic a ments, inno va tion and reanimation are 
well posi tioned to reviv ify polit i cal the ory in this con text. We have shown that 
these approaches need not begin or con clude with the dis missal of Western polit
i cal thought but rather ener gize a con tinu ing and crit i cal dia logue with it. More
over, while pri mar ily ana lyt i cal and crit i cal strat e gies, inno va tion and reanimation 
also sugg est an imma nent approach to normativity by locat ing in polit i cal prac tices 
new lan guages and insti tu tions that can deepen nor ma tive ide als like democ racy 
and cit i zen ship. Understood in this way, the decol o ni za tion of polit i cal the ory will 
not only yield new the o ri za tions of post co lo nial pol i tics but also be the basis of 
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ren o vat ing and reenergizing the field in the wake of its con tem po rary con cep tual 
and crit i cal exhaus tion.

ADOM GETACHEW is the Neubauer Family Assistant Professor of Political Science at 
the University of Chicago and author of Worldmaking after Empire: The Rise and Fall of Self-
Determination.

KARUNA MANTENA is pro fes sor of polit i cal sci ence at Colum bia University and author 
of Alibis of Empire: Henry Maine and the Ends of Liberal Imperialism.

Notes
1. Since the late nineteenth century, and reconfirmed through various civics courses in 

the twentieth century, the standard canon was meant to chronicle the “rise of the West” 
through a procession of “great” books and thinkers, typically beginning with Plato and 
Aristotle, through Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Locke, and ending with Marx and Mill. For a 
recent article reflecting on the canon’s origins and the difficulty of its displacement, see 
Sturman, “Canon of the History.”

2. The call for expansion has spawned a whole new subfield, namely comparative political 
theory. For the challenges of expansion see Hassanzadeh, “Canon.”

3. The growing subfield of comparative political theory has introduced to political theory 
an everwider array of thinkers and texts. While plural in method, comparative political 
theory foregrounds traditions of political thought outside of the canon and, in so doing, 
provides an immanent critique of the Eurocentrism of political theory. For a recent survey 
of the field, see Jenco, Idris, and Thomas, Oxford Handbook.

4. For a survey of this scholarship see Pitts, “Political Theory.” For a recent retrospective of 
this body of work see Marwah et al., “Empire and Its Afterlives.”

5. See, for example, Allen, The End of Progress, which we discuss later, and Lu, Justice and 
Reconciliation.

6. Thinking with R. G. Collingwood and Quentin Skinner, David Scott proposed the idea of 
“problemspace” as a way to make visible the implicit questions and answers that shape 
contexts of argument and intervention. Scott used the concept to offer his provocative 
and influential account of the problemspace of anticolonialism. See Scott, Conscripts of 
Modernity.

7. This is a reference to the sly subtitle of Chatterjee, Politics of the Governed.
8. Gandhi, Hind Swaraj, 66–73, 112–19.
9. Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 239.
10. Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 4.
11. Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 5.
12. Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 4.
13. SekyiOtu, Fanon’s Dialectic of Experience, 47–101.
14. Gandhi, Hind Swaraj, 30–39, 129–33. For Césaire on decivilization see Discourse on 

Colonialism.
15. Gandhi, “Interview to Nirmal Kumar Bose”; Mantena, “Gandhi’s Critique.” Merve 

Fejzula has recently argued that the kind of antistatist critique that Gandhi advanced 
played a wide role in anticolonial critique across Africa. Because decolonization very 
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quickly became a project of state capture and institutional alternatives to the state were 
defeated and dismissed, scholars have not thoroughly considered the role of antistatism 
and wider debates about the state within anticolonial thought and politics. See Fejzula, 
“Cosmopolitan Historiography.”

16. Gandhi, “Letter to H. S. Polak,” 130.
17. Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 235, 239.
18. For the idea of “colonial inheritance” see Hall and Schwarz, Familiar Stranger. As Stuart Hall 

puts it, Caribbean intellectuals and artists turned “a colonial inheritance inside out” (137). 
We use the idea of inheritance here and elsewhere in the article to indicate the ways in 
which colonial legacies are selectively appropriated and creatively reinvented.

19. Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 5.
20. Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 21–23, 98–105.
21. Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 64.
22. Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 22, 64.
23. Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 71.
24. Gandhi, Hind Swaraj, 28.
25. Gandhi, “Is It Noncooperation?,” 369.
26. Gandhi, “Sentence on the Great Tilak,” 29.
27. Gandhi, “In Fulfilment of Promise,” 345.
28. Gandhi, “Is It Noncooperation?,” 369; Gandhi, “Interview to Liverpool Post,” 103.
29. Gandhi, “In Fulfilment of Promise,” 345.
30. See, for example, the important critical work of Thomas McCarthy, Race, Empire, and the 

Idea of Human Development.
31. For her subsequent book expanding this argument see BuckMorss, Hegel, Haiti.
32. BuckMorss, Hegel, Haiti, 74. BuckMorss, “Universal History Upside Down.”
33. BuckMorss, Hegel, Haiti, 75.
34. Getachew, “Universalism.”
35. Getachew, “Universalism.” We might contrast this approach to Black Jacobins, in which C. L. R. 

James stages the Haitian Revolution as a worldhistorical event, with the hero, Toussaint 
L’Ouverture, an exemplary figure absent the mediation of European political thought. For 
this contrast, see Scott, “Antinomies of Slavery.”

36. Allen, The End of Progress, 3.
37. Allen, The End of Progress, 68.
38. Allen, The End of Progress, 15–16.
39. Allen, The End of Progress, 69.
40. Allen, The End of Progress, 1. On the underlying idealism of Allen’s critique, see also Nichols, 

“Progress, Empire, and Social Theory.”
41. Mantena, Alibis of Empire, 185.
42. Allen, The End of Progress, 33.
43. Allen, The End of Progress, 76.
44. Tully, Democracy and Civic Freedom, 72.
45. Foucault, The Uses of Pleasure, 8–9, quoted in Tully, “Deparochializing,” 51.
46. See Tully, Imperialism and Civic Freedom. On the psychological challenges, see Tully, 

“Deparochializing,” 53–55.
47. Tully, “Deparochializing,” 60.
48. Tully, “Deparochializing,” 56.
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49. Tully, “Deparochializing,” 57.
50. Tully, “Deparochializing,” 57–58.
51. Mills, “Dialogue.”
52. Kaviraj, “James Tully’s ‘Deparochializing,’” 164–69.
53. Kaviraj, “James Tully’s ‘Deparochializing,’” 167.
54. If, as we noted in the first section, anticolonial thought has critical and reconstructive 

dimensions that aim at the prospective project of decolonization, we might say that at least 
one element of the problemspace of postcolonial theory is a backwardlooking critical 
reassessment of the project of anticolonialism and decolonization tied to an interrogation 
of its legacies in the postcolonial present. For this restatement of the project of postcolonial 
theory, see Scott, Refashioning Futures, 5–15. Classic examinations of the limited and partial 
achievement of decolonization include Munroe, Politics of Constitutional Decolonization; 
Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought; Mamdani, Citizen and Subject; Guha, Dominance without 
Hegemony.

55. Modernization theory came to explain deviation in terms of “hybrid” or “mixed” systems 
in which features of “traditional” society had not yet been overcome. Others developed 
theories of “political culture” and used ethnographic methods to describe how particular 
cultural and psychological traits made some societies resistant to modernization. For 
accounts of these intellectual trajectories from two pioneers in the field of comparative 
politics, see Pye, “Political Modernization”; Almond, “Political Development.” See also 
Gilman, Mandarins of the Future.

56. On the norm/deviation structure of social and political theory, see Chatterjee, Lineages of 
Political Society, 8–11; Nigam, Decolonizing Theory, 35–36.

57. Kaviraj, “Outline.”
58. We have culled (and sometimes condensed) these four causes from six texts by Kaviraj: 

“Modernity and Politics”; “In Search of Civil Society”; “Outline”; “Democracy and Social 
Inequality”; “Disenchantment Deferred”; “James Tully’s ‘Deparochializing.’”

59. Nigam, Decolonizing Theory, 19–21.
60. These are a few of the key texts in which this concept has been developed and elaborated: 

Chatterjee, “On Civil and Political Society”; Chatterjee, The Politics of the Governed; 
Chatterjee, Lineages of Political Society.

61. Chatterjee, I Am the People; Rosanvallon, Counter-Democracy.
62. Mamdani, Citizen and Subject; Mamdani, When Victims Become Killers.
63. The concept of political society is adopted, for instance, in a study of renewed popular 

protest across Africa. See Branch and Mampilly, Africa Uprising. By identifying a similar 
trajectory of politicization, Stephanie McCurry, a historian of the US Civil War, also 
stretches the concept beyond the postcolonial contexts of Africa and Asia to describe 
modes of claimsmaking by Confederate women. As she puts it, “The mobilization of poor, 
mostly rural women in the Confederate South during the Civil War bears resemblance not 
to the process of gradual extension of citizenship around which most American political 
history is framed, but far more to the ways politics was practiced by poor rural and urban 
people in the modern world: what one historian has called the politics of the governed in 
most of the world” (Confederate Reckoning, 216).

64. Mamdani, When Victims Become Killers, xv. For an exploration of Mamdani’s account of 
identity and its relevance to democratic theory, see also Mantena, “Political Identity and 
Postcolonial Democracy.”
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65. Mamdani, Neither Settler nor Native.
66. Mamdani’s project of detribalization has taken several forms. On the one hand, he has 

sought to reconstruct intellectual interventions and political examples that have directly 
challenged and eroded the naturalization of racial and ethnic identities. These include 
the pioneering scholarship of the Nigerian historian Yusuf Bala Usman, whose work 
on precolonial Nigeria destabilizes ethnic categories; Tanzania’s nationalist project of 
statecraft led by Julius Nyerere, which successfully built a common citizenship undoing 
racial and ethnic privilege; and the struggle against apartheid in South Africa, which 
abandoned racebased resistance for crossracial alliance and modeled a form of political 
justice distinct from the criminal model of Nuremberg. See Mamdani, Define and Rule, 
85–125; Mamdani, Neither Settler nor Native, 31–33, 147–80. In addition to these historical 
and historiographical examples, Mamdani has culled from the archives of African political 
experience alternative categories of identification, particularly the “resident” and the 
“survivor” as sources of identification for the remaking of postcolonial citizenship. On 
residence, see Mamdani, “African States.” On the idea of survivors’ justice as transcending 
the categories of victim and perpetrator, see Mamdani, Neither Settler nor Native, 180–92.

67. John Dunn pursues the analysis of democracy along these lines in Breaking Democracy’s 
Spell. His aim is to “deparochialize the understanding of democracy . . .  to disentangle 
the skein of ideas the term now evokes and the political phenomena associated with those 
ideas, as far as practicable, from the contingencies of local political experience and to 
relocate them back in the intractably global setting that the term itself so unmistakably 
occupies” (12).

68. Dunn suggests that this is one of the dramatic and surprising things we learn about “what 
democracy does and does not imply” from the Indian example (Breaking Democracy’s Spell, 
125).

69. Nathan, Electoral Politics.
70. Even within one national setting, variations across institutional background conditions as 

well as historical and political context reveal different interactions between democratic 
mobilization and identity. In a recent study of democratic politics in Accra, Jeffrey Paller 
shows how different neighborhoods—the core “indigenous” settlement of the Ga Mashie, 
the diverse migrant neighborhood of Ashaiman, and the informal squatter neighborhood 
of Old Fadama—suggest different trajectories for the combination of identity and 
democratic politics (Democracy in Ghana). Ethnicity, for instance, is salient in both Ga 
Mashie and Old Fadama, but whereas indigeneity structures claims of inclusion/exclusion 
and of political leadership in the former, ties to a rural homeland are leveraged in the 
latter. Alternatively, residents of Ashaiman have largely avoided the mobilization of ethnic 
identity, drawing instead on longstanding crossethnic networks based on residency. 
This variation across the same city illustrates both the deep affinity between democratic 
politics and the politicization of identity and their contingent combinations. Moreover, by 
attending to such variation, we might also identify mechanisms that mitigate the political 
entrenchment of identity.

71. For example, the rise of caste as a political identity seems coincident with the secular 
decline of caste as the organizing principle of social structure. On the adaptive dynamic 
between caste identities and democratic institutions see Kaviraj, “The Empire of 
Democracy.” The literature on caste in Indian politics has rapidly expanded since the 
seminal work of Rajni Kothari, Caste in Indian Politics. For an overview see Gupta, “Caste 
and Politics.”
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72. See especially Kasimis, Perpetual Immigrant.
73. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction, 381–486.
74. This is a key point made by Chatterjee and Mamdani, and here summarized very succinctly 

by Pierre Rosanvallon: “When democracy is studied in a classically normative perspective, 
no useful comparison is really possible. One can only record successes and failures, measure 
relative achievements, and establish typologies. The danger in this is that we risk mistaking 
particular values for universal and making sacred cows of specific mechanisms” (Counter-
Democracy, 26–27). Rosanvallon recommends a properly comparative view as a way to “de
Westernize” democratic theory.

75. For instance, while innovation and reanimation are concerned with generating context
transcending or generalizable categories and frameworks, this need not be the only aim of 
a decolonized political theory. Recuperating and reconstructing nonWestern traditions, 
either ancient and precolonial or modern, can provide critical distance on contemporary 
theoretical frameworks in order to destabilize their hegemony. Such an approach shares 
affinities with a central aim of the history of political thought and is taken up in recent 
work in comparative political theory.

76. John Dunn presciently warned of the limits of modern political thought and provocatively 
claimed that the future of Western political thought lies in Asia and Africa, in Western 
Political Theory in the Face of the Future. One sign of the contemporary crisis of concepts can 
be discerned in the reigning diagnoses of democratic decline, death, and backsliding, as 
well as the renewed circulation of populism as an alternative frame for understanding the 
current political moment. If not outrightly stated as a conceptual crisis, this searching for 
alternative frameworks implies an awareness of the gap between the categories of Western 
political thought and contemporary political practices.
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