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Preface and Acknowledgments

On the night of 2 November 1975, Pier Paolo Pasolini was murdered
on a deserted beach near Rome. Pasolini devoted the final months of
his life to drafting some pedagogical writings.! His pedagogy aimed at
unveiling the false promises of modernity that had fed the aspirations
of the post-World War II Western European generations and the cul-
tural conformism that the faith in the salvific potential of modernization
was producing. As a rhetorical device, these writings were addressed to
an imaginary interlocutor: a boy from Naples, Gennariello. From this
imaginary boy, Pasolini wrote, he would have learned the secrets of ques-
tioning modernity, which the life-world of Neapolitans treasured. For
Pasolini Naples represented, in Western Europe, what the urban ghet-
tos of New York meant for the United States and what other places he
had filmed in Yemen, Uganda, Tanzania and India were able to express
for non-Western worlds. They were sites of passive poetical resistance to
modernization, where the inability of modernity to come to terms with
the progressive, universal, and emancipatory power it claimed to possess
was exposed. ‘Neapolitans are like a great tribe that, instead of living in
the desert or in the savanna, as the Tuareg or the Beja, lives in the womb
of a big sea city. And this tribe has decided to resist what we use to call
modernity ... It is a refusal raised from the heart of the collectivity (it is

'A recent edition of these collected writings is Pasolini 2008
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viii Preface and Acknowledgments

known about collective suicide of herds of animals) ... It is a profound
melancholy, as all the tragedies that take place slowly; but it is also a pro-
found consolation; because this refusal, this negation of history, is just, it
is sacrosanct.’”

Pasolini romanticized what Gramsci had identified as the position of
subalternity that Southern Italy came to incarnate in the imagery of the
Italian post-Unitarian nation-state. An imagery whose hyper-masculine
grammar combines uneven historiographical simulacra: the national-
ist epopee of political unification (Risorgimento); the mythology of the
pristine Italian origins of cultural modernity (Rinascimento), and the
perennializing glorification of the Roman Empire (Fascismo), with the
silenced ominous histories of the colonial expansion in Africa (Italiani
brava gente), the caricatural official narrative of the brutal repression of
the peasant revolts that followed the Savoy colonization of the South of
the peninsula (Brigantaggio), and the epic of the struggle for liberation
from Nazi-Fascism that led to the constitution of the post-World War
IT Republic (Resistenza). A monstrous, fragile imagery, whose rhapsodic
sense of belonging, for many people nationwide, still remains anchored to
the alterity represented by the stigmatized migrant ‘southerner’ (terrone)
from the ‘failed’ regions of the South (Mezzogiorno), of which Naples is
the epitome. Pasolini meant to oppose what he described as his own mod-
ern bourgeois, northern, erudite, clerical education, with the vitalism, the
spontaneity and the intuitive intelligence that his ideal-typical plebeian
Naples dweller naturally bore. Yet, in so doing, he wrapped Gennariello
in a reversed version of that traditional narrative, thereby not fully chal-
lenging the nationalist post-colonial construction of polarizing identities
he aimed at countering. On the contrary, (un)fortunately, the Naples as
a passionate fresco of ‘heretic orientalism’ that Pasolini loved to paint, if
ever existed, was already dissolving rapidly into the diegetic peri-rural,
trans-urban habitat of oblique, scattered, elided social in-betweenness,
filmed by Salvatore Piscicelli in those same years.

Notwithstanding the grating dissonance between the anthropologi-
cal exceptionalism with which Pasolini invested me and what I experi-
enced growing up in an urban neighborhood on the eastern periphery

2 A more recent edition of the same interview is retrievable in Siti and De Laude 1999: 230.
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of Naples, Ponticelli, his words remained in my mind. For a long time,
I have been unable to detect that an enigma hides deep beneath that dis-
sonance. Ex definitione, an enigma provides its own solution in the way
it is formulated but, at the same time, it conceals the solution beneath
its contradictory, ambivalent, incongruous formulation. Only enigmas
wrongly formulated are unsolvable. Today, I understand that it was a dif-
ferent formulation of Naipaul’s Enigma of the Arrival; the same uncanny
arrival from the sea that Giorgio De Chirico had prefigured in an hyp-
nagogic hallucination, decades before.> Whereas Naipaul was confronted
with his arrival from Africa to England, Pasolini knew that Gennariello
could find his own pathway to decrypt the enigma of the arrival of moder-
nity in Naples, that is, the enigma of the arrival of Naples into modernity.
Rather than a mere existential encounter in space and time, the arrival is
the epiphany of forces that run along intangible ties, revealing existing
connections. Connections resuscitate visions of shared forgotten remem-
brances: the colonial, imperial, capitalist formation of the imagery of
modernity. Remembrances speak the intimate idiom of silenced histories
that animate alternative politics of theory. Contemporary social theory
no longer has to contend with the arrival of thoughts and thinkers from
Africa to Europe; rather with the presence of Africa iz Europe. That is the
synecdoche for the planetary transformative embodiment of the colonial
difference into the conceptual archive of the West.

Working and thinking far from my home town in the years that fol-
lowed that early pedagogical reading, I have found a certain relief in
appreciating that the exceptionalism that had forged my cultural identity
and shaped my political intemperance was not endowed iz se with any
essential, intrinsic trait (except for Naples as a football team). For the vast
majority of places, and people too, the dissonances within modernity
are the existential as well as the historical norm. For the awareness of
this planetary condition is a viable heterodox strategy of escaping what
Dipesh Chakrabarty defined as ‘the waiting room of History’. The moder-
nity we have all been obliged to join as temperate guests is a habitation
managed by hosts who compete among themselves to establish who has

*Naipaul, Vidiadhar Surajprasad. 1988. The enigma of arrival. A novel in five sections. New York:
Vintage.
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the authority to define what modernity is and impose this definition on
all the others, when they are unable to persuade the others to accept that
definition and what comes along with it. A competition governed by rules
that are presented as barely debatable, because simultaneously distinctive
and self-generated within modernity’s own distinctiveness. Anyone who
is ‘not yet modern’ or ‘not modern enough’ should adhere to those rules.
Under the sign of those rules, the social hierarchies among humans that
centuries of capitalism and colonialism produced come to be naturalized.
Unthinking Modernity concerns the rationalized foundations of the reit-
erate mental representations that render these illegitimate asymmetries of
power coherent, reasonable, defensible and extensible: true.

Many people have contributed to this book, intentionally or not, both
within and outside the professional structures of knowledge production.
People who solicit critical thinking, something that remains the main
antidote to vulgar display of power, complacent conformism and intel-
lectualistic pedantry. Thank you: Gurminder Bhambra, lain Chambers,
Marco Meriggi, Sandro Mezzadra, Robbie Shilliam, Kapil Raj, Mara De
Chiara, David Inglis, Meera Sabaratnam, Wong Yoke-Sum, Sanjay Seth,
Fa-ti Fan, Arturo Escobar, Deepshikha Shahi, Clara Ciccioni, Giuliano
Martiniello, Giuseppe Guerriero, Sergio Albano, Manuel Marzullo,
Giuliano Falcone, Claudia Riccardo, Antonio Della Volpe, Michele
Pesce, my family and my students.
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1

Introduction: The Epistemological
Ritual of Modernity

A seductive idea animates the work presented in the following pages:
limit. Limits are intrinsic to thought; a fortiori, they are inherent to the
historically determined, ethnocentric configuration of methodical and
narrative thinking about the forms of human collective existence called
social theory. It is not unusual that when a suspicion of the existence of
limits abandons the meanders of marginality to acquire the status of a
redundant intellectual awareness, the theoretical territories those limits
used to etch call for a different designation of their reciprocal definitional
borders. The different designation I propose consists in the disentangle-
ment of the sociological imagination from the ubiquity of modernity.
What I contest is the unquestioned reliance on the idea of modernity
in social theory. What I investigate is the revocability of modernity as a
historical-sociological, epistemological and logical frame. The core argu-
ment of this book is that the idea of modernity constrains social theory
within the very boundaries that should be problematized. These bound-
aries are either the limits that the notion of modernity draws around the
comprehension and interpretation of long-term and large-scale processes
of social and historical change, or the limits that modernity as a frame

© The Author(s) 2016 1
G. Ascione, Science and the Decolonization of Social Theory,
DOI 10.1057/978-1-137-51686-2_1



2 Science and the Decolonization of Social Theory

of thinking sets about the possibilities of elaborating post-Eurocentric
categories for thinking the world.

The invocation of modernity remains the fundamental epistemological
ritual at the heart of identity-and-difference for the community of social
scientists, even where this invocation conveys disagreement and contes-
tation. Bhambra correctly argues that ‘sociology arises alongside a self-
understanding of a world-historically significant modernity’ and that ‘the
institutions and practices of that modernity are neither self-contained
nor adequately expressed within the self-understanding of modernity’
(2014: 142). Unthinking Modernity explores the border between the self-
understanding of modernity and what exceeds it. For the way this bor-
der is imagined, traced and transgressed marks the fault line between
global social theory and its mise en scéne. What exceeds modernity firmly
demands the possibility of unthinking and decolonizing the existing con-
ceptual and terminological apparatus of social theory, in order to move
towards different protocols of concept formation whose logic is not
entirely inferable from the conceptual archive of the West and its episte-
mological architecture.

Modernity is both a structure of power, and a mode of power. As a
structure of power, it is an ideology bounded to Western domination
and white supremacy. As Dussel (2000: 497) puts it, it is a way ‘to man-
age centrality’. As a mode of power, as Wang Hui (2011) clarifies, it is
implemented by multiple actors and subjectivities that are hierarchically
distributed, moved by specific needs, put under determined pressures,
yet transversally positioned in front of meta-geographical dualisms such
as Europe/Others, West/East, North/South, metropolis/colonies.' In the
latter conception, the idea of modernity can be mobilized to preserve, to
manage or even to contest hierarchies, although contestation is relegated
to an inability to break the tacit agreement about what it is possible to
change and what has to be left untouched.

Wallerstein afhirms that ‘it is quite normal for scholars and scientists
to rethink issues. ... In that sense, much of nineteenth century social sci-
ence, in the form of specific hypotheses, is constantly being rethought.

'T extend the theoretical scope of the concept of ‘modes of power’, as a complexification of the
notion of social power, introduced in Chatterjee 1982.
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But, in addition to rethinking, which is “normal”, I believe we need to
“unthink” nineteenth century social science, because many of its pre-
sumptions—which, in my view, are misleading and constrictive—still
have far too strong a hold on our mentalities. These presumptions, once
considered liberating of the spirit, serve today as the central intellectual
barrier to useful analysis of the world’ (Wallerstein 2001: 1). Unthinking
Modernity starts from the conclusion that there are enough reasons to
place the idea of modernity at the top of the list of these misleading and
constrictive presumptions. This task cannot be accomplished in the short
run: the adequacy of our available categories relies heavily on the afore-
mentioned barriers. Barriers protect the legitimacy of categories, and cat-
egories reciprocate by diverting existing epistemological strategies from
pointing to the underlying foundations of those barriers towards tactical
heuristic, often evanescent, targets. Reconstructing a global social theory
as far away as possible from the myopias of ethnocentricity, class, sexual
orientation, age, gender, race, ethnicity biases, and all the dualisms that
compose the colonial matrix of power in modernity, will depend on how
accurate the contemporary collective effort to free our mentalities from
erroneous theoretical prejudices has been. The response might, or might
not, come from within human and social sciences. However, no doubt
human and social sciences are well positioned to take part in this struggle.

And the struggle is not going to be a Blitzkrieg.

Why Science

The erudite Neapolitan humanist Gian Battista della Porta was notori-
ous for mastering the marvels of polyalphabetic cryptography, that is,
a system for encoding and decoding secret messages across more than
ten different alphabets. The key-code of polyalphabetic cryptography
was called verme letterale (literary worm). Science is my verme letterale to
unthink modernity and decolonize social theory. Science is intended in
a specific way in the context of this book: either as a narrative structure
upon which Western thinking relies in order to endow modernity with its
own myth of the origin (euhemerism), or as a protocol of legitimization
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for the epistemological status upon which social sciences, in their histori-
cal construction, entrust their nomothetic aspirations (nomotechnique).

While the fetishes of the French and American Revolutions are func-
tional to the narratives of political modernity (Bhambra 2015; Shilliam
2015), and the fetish of the Industrial Revolution is functional to the nar-
ratives of socio-economic modernity (Parthasarathi 2011), the historio-
graphical fetish of the Scientific Revolution is essential for the narratives
of scientific modernity.

In this book it is argued that a different social theory can emerge from
active efforts to bring to the surface non-Eurocentric historical narra-
tives and explanations, as a step forward from what Kapil Raj (2007)
refers to as the ‘relocation’ of modernity in the global space, through the
reconstruction of the connected histories of science. In recent decades,
the relationship between Eurocentrism, science and the colonial forma-
tion of the notion of modernity has been explored, contested and partly
reversed. Three basic assumptions about scientific modernity have been
destabilized: the idea of the transition to modernity thought in terms of
the passage from medieval scientia to modern science; the predominantly
European character of modern science; and the global dimension of the
diffusion of modern science to the rest of the world. The idea of the
transition to modernity thought in terms of the passage from medieval
scientia to modern science has been challenged by continuist approaches
in historiography of science, which have shown the conjectural nature of
many of the space-time boundaries imagined between Europe and the
Rest, and between the modern age and the global Middle Ages (Elman
2005; Saliba 2007). The predominantly European character of modern
science has been strongly contested by thick inquiries into the enormous
contribution of other non-Western scientific traditions to the emergence
of what nineteenth- and twentieth-century Western historiography has
attributed to the ‘European genius’ (Bala 2006, 2012; Joseph 2011). The
global dimension of the diffusion of modern science to the rest of the
world has been deeply undermined by the contextual analysis of the intri-
cate ways in which science is produced by continuous and connected
interactions. The notion of the ‘colonial penetration’” of science into the
non-Western world needs to be reframed and rethought in a relational
theoretical scenario: colonial subjects co-produced science, albeit within
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asymmetrical structures of power and resources distribution (Fan 2004;
Harding 2011; Raj 2013).

The significance of science is not limited to the role it plays in the
multiple narratives of global modernity. The Western dream of produc-
ing a science of society is still attached to modern science (Keat and Urry
2011). Yet, this cognitive tie has undergone relevant changes. Natural
science, as every practitioner knows, is hardly conceivable in unitary
terms.” Even the connotation of ‘natural’ is currently challenged by the
pervasiveness of simulation and modeling in the living tissue of scien-
tific enterprises.” Nonetheless, the science to which the social sciences
refer is not the exploded, and often collapsed, irreducible multiplicity
of knowledges, protocols, idioms, aspirations and failures ranging from
applied experimental microscopy to pure mathematical speculation over
dark matter, the origins of the universe or supersymmetry.* The episte-
mological and methodological foundations of modern science have been
undermined in the twentieth century (Feyerabend and Lakatos 1999;
Prigogine 1997; Smolin 2006). Science does not hold fast to its seat on
one side of the ‘two-cultures splic’ (Wallerstein 1999).”> Decisive ambi-
guities in the epistemological status of the social sciences resonate with
the ambiguous epistemological status of science, also because post-World
War II sociology and historiography of science have been effective in dis-
mantling the ideological nature of the presumed neutrality of the former
(Ashman and Baringer 2001; Latour 1993; Poovey 1998; Shapin 1994).

In social theory, “science” incarnates less a nomothetic aspiration and

*The idea of ‘epistemic communities” expresses the disunity of science when seen from the perspec-
tive of its differentiated expertise. See Knorr-Cetina (1999).

3'The frontiers of scientific methods seem approaching when considered from three main border-
lands nowadays: theoretical particle physics, synthetic biology, neurosciences. See David (2013);
Bechtel et al. (2001), and Giese et al. (2015).

#Ilya Prigogine, since the early 1960s worked on complex systems, often ante-litteram Among his
first works, his co-authored with Herman about kinetic equation to describe traffic streams stands
out as a first attempt to predictions out of probabilistic environment in social action. Together with
Isabelle Stenger, he has extensively written about the science of complex systems in physics and
biology. See Prigogine (1984); Prigogine and Stengers (1996).

> Fox-Keller (1985, 1992, 2002), as a prominent physicist, has been among the first scientists to
radically question modern science from a gender perspective. Donna Haraway (1988, 1991,
1997) shares analogous premises, but her research has moved toward the theorization of

hybridity).
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more a nomotechnique of legitimization. Patrick Jackson reaffirms that ‘to
invoke “science” is to call to mind a panoply of notions connected with
truth, progress, reason, and the like—and, perhaps more importantly, to
implicitly reference a record of demonstrated empirical success’ (Jackson
2011: 3). This invocation remains the main pillar of the epistemologi-
cal ritual of modernity because, more than other connotations Western
thinking attributed to its exceptional historical path, science holds a
stronger universalistic appeal to a presumed superior and reliable form of
rationality. Thus the decolonization of social theory cannot prescind by a
deep critical engagement with science.

The Coloniality of Method

The route taken by this book leads toward a global social theory. This
route consists in questioning and rewriting either the words, or the proto-
cols, or the rituals that the colonial and imperial history of social sciences
have elaborated, taught and reproduced through the idea of modernity.
Modernity is not merely an extensible set of properties or processes that
social theory needs to adequately address. Modernity is also a generative
grammar. Its resilience is a measure of its ability to subsume and neutralize
the uncanny presence of the colonial difference. Conversely, this uncanny
presence is a major resource for a different sociological imagination.

The presence of the colonial difference is uncanny because it was on
the expulsion of that presence that modernity and sociology based their
alliance. It is uncanny to read Weber’s Protestant Ethics, or to think of
Karl Japers's Axial Age, against the grain of Du Bois” contention that a
distinct Negro civilization has emerged in the Black Atlantic after centu-
ries of enslavement, deportation and exodus (Boy 2015). It is disturbing
for classical social theory to take into consideration the hypothesis that,
given its diasporic genesis, the Negro civilization is ethically superior
to, more future-oriented and more specifically modern than those that
predate it. It is even perturbing for modern rationality to figure, with
the Du Bois-inspired Detroit Afro-futurist electronic music ensemble
Drexcyia, a civilization that thrives in the abysses of the Atlantic. Not the
New Atlantis, the underwater metropolis that Francis Bacon dreamt of
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in his last years, where the House of Science would harmoniously host
the brightest fruits of human scientific genius from cultures all around
the world. Rather, the underwater colony populated by the hyper-tech-
nological amphibious humanoid civilization made of the progeny that
descended from the first generation of children of enslaved black women
who died in the Middle Passage to the Americas. Fetuses matured in the
ocean, who first learned to breath in deep water by surviving encapsu-
lated in the bloody wombs of their agonizing mothers. The dystopia of
the futuristic subaqueous Black Atlantic remains in the realms of science
fiction, while Bacon’s equally fictional dream continues to suggest the
plausibility of the Western horizon of ecumenical progress that modern
science incarnates.

The assumption that modernity is coextensive with coloniality is the
fundamental theoretical assumption that drives this book. Coloniality
conceptualizes the totalizing colonial nature of power within modernity.
The coloniality of power takes the form of a complex dynamic matrix
that operates regardless of the end of formal colonialism. It is made up
of intertwined hierarchies of culture, class, race, sexual orientation, age,
ethnicity, gender and cosmologies (Quijano 2000). The elaboration
of post-Eurocentric categories for the analysis of long-term and large-
scale processes of historical and social change is limited by what I name
the coloniality of method. The coloniality of method conceptualizes
and systematizes a wide range of criticisms that have, in recent times,
denounced the complicity of modernization and globalization theories
with the Eurocentric construction of the social sciences. The coloniality
of method consists in the ability to mortify the transformative potential
of the colonial difference both historically and epistemologically. It incor-
porates asymmetries of power into categories of analysis whose colonial
construction is made invisible by dissolving into apparent conceptual and
terminological transparency. The appeal to the possibility of approaching
this transparency is the main methodological hybris in sociology.

The coloniality of method operates through three devices: negation,
that is, the assertion of the irrelevance of colonial relations in causal
explanations and historical narratives; neutralization, that is, the acknowl-
edgment of colonialism as a global relation of asymmetric power distri-
bution, together with the simultaneous presumption of the irrelevance
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of non-dominant agencies within the colonial relation; and sterilization,
that is, the exoticization of non-dominant epistemologies and their dis-
placement from the realm of theoretical production to that of particu-
laristic cultures, standpoints and space-times, as such unable to express
transformative universalisms. The coloniality of method materializes into
shifting combinations of these three devices, and probably through oth-
ers which I am ignoring. It informs the epistemologies of social theory
and thus forces the sociological imagination within Eurocentric horizons
of understanding,.

Unthinking/Decolonizing

Any attempt to unthink corresponds to a complementary effort to decol-
onize. Unthinking and decolonizing are intimately connected; they con-
stitute a twofold methodological strategy (Ascione and Chambers 2016).
A way to imagine their entanglement and their non-coincidence is to
figure that the color line Du Bois theorized to understand the schismatic
condition of black consciousness, and by extension the boundary mark-
ing the colonial difference, cuts across every concept and simultaneously
binds the binarism that lies at the foundation of the dominant episte-
mologies of modern knowledge (Mignolo 2000).
Unthinking/decolonizing mirrors modernity/coloniality. At the same
time, unthinking and decolonizing are distinguishable for analytic
purposes.

In this book, unthinking is a strategy that points to disarticulating the
assumptions that connote modernity. These assumptions are reducible
to two basic axioms. The first, as Bhambra (2007) asserts, is that moder-
nity is a rupture in time (a new era in human history) and produces a
difference in space (the rise of the West). The second, Wagner (2012)
synthesizes, is that modernity designates a path of progressive historical
and social development, propelled by an emancipatory distinctive ethos
that enables the conscious individual subject to act on the present in a
transformative way. Both these assumptions have been consistently ques-
tioned within the intellectual history of European and North American
thought, as well as radically attacked from non-Western and Southern
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perspectives (Sousa Santos 2014). Nonetheless, the reiterate acceptance
of modernity as a frame limits the range of critical possibilities to the
questioning one or other of these two axioms. It is possible, for instance,
to question scientific progress because its achievements are not univer-
sally ‘positive’, and to maintain that traditional, non-Western, indig-
enous knowledges are more respectful of life on earth. Yet, this implies
that the space-time divide that separates tradition from modernity is
not historically meaningless within specific local/indigenous/non-West-
ern social contexts. It follows that modernity is reaffirmed as a differ-
ence in space and a rupture in time. Or, for instance, it is possible to
question the assumption that modernity implies a difference in space
between Europe and the rest of the world, by affirming the relational
nature of processes of political exchange and interactions connecting
Europe with the non-European world, and at the same time to take
for granted that modernity is progressive because it enables, within its
epistemic and historical boundaries, emancipative/liberation theories
and practices. In so doing, the Eurocentric myth of the French and
American Revolutions corresponding to the birth of the politically
modern can be dismantled through the worldly significance of the anti-
racist struggle for freedom during the Haiti Revolution. Nonetheless,
this implies that the Haitian Revolution needs to be translated into
a struggle for the definition of what modernity is, and a claim to the
right to be legitimately modern, even though non-European, colonial
subjects” horizon largely exceeded the problem of being modern. This
dilemma conceals the anachronism of attributing a specific social logic
to a historical process that occurred independently of the inevitability
of modernity as a historical and conceptual frame, beyond political
modernity, which has been established ex post as a signifier.

The cognitive outcomes of Kurt Gédel’s revolutionary theorems of
incompleteness, outside their strict applicability to formal logic, as well
as the notion of axiomatic as developed by Deleuze and Guattari, outside
the philosophy of language, are essential heuristic devices in this regard,
as I shall argue. According to the way Deleuze and Guattari characterize
axiomatic as a logic device, ‘it is not enough to say that axiomatic does
not take invention and creation into account: it possesses a deliberate
will to halt or stabilize the diagram, to take its place by lodging itself on
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a level of coagulated abstraction too large for the concrete but too small
for the real’ (see Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 240—62). An axiomatic does
not possess a cogent propositional logic of its own that over-determines
the content of thought; rather it means that despite the fact that the idea
of modernity offers an infinite number of theoretical possibilities, these
possibilities are not qualitatively indefinite.®

When, in his cell at the prison of Fort du Taureau, he elaborated his
visionary cosmography out of frustration at the capitulation of the 1871
Paris Commune, Louis-Auguste Blanqui envisioned that the only possi-
ble way of conceiving the infinite was through an analogical extension of
the inner experience of the intuition of the indefinite. Conversely, think-
ing modernity in terms of an axiomatic corresponds to a profound cogni-
tive disconnection between the infinite and the indefinite. Even though
an infinite array of criticisms are conceivable, these criticisms remain
within the epistemic territory defined by the idea of modernity.” As a result,
modernity subsumes these criticisms and sterilizes their transformative
potential. Unthinking means shifting from the probability of the infinite
to the possibility of the indefinite: toward what is not or not yet, definite.

Unthinking does notimply an exercise in thinking without. Unthinking,
I formalize, means thinking of axioms in terms of non-logical axioms. It
means downgrading the axioms from the status of self-evident true asser-
tions to that of postulates, that is, acceptable but not verifiable. When
their status changes from truths to postulates, they manifest their nature
of plausible conjectures; as conjectures, they can be conceived in their
heuristic implications and not in their cogent truthfulness. By shift-
ing from axioms to non-logical axioms, and from non-logical axioms
(postulates) to conjectures, I do not refer to the decision to declare the
assumptions [ criticize false or to counter their otherwise determined
acceptance. Rather I mean to examine the consequences of either their
acceptance or refusal, in order to project sociological imagination toward
the conscious subversion of the combined operational logic of these

¢On the recent debate over the relation between social epistemology and analytic social epistemol-
ogy, see Reider (2012). In particular, see Vahamaa (2013a) and Fuller (2012).

"Wittrock (2000) understanding of modernity epitomizes this ability to stretch the definitional
borders of the notion of modernity in order to include also the pre-modern and the non-modern
Within the same analytical frame of reference.
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non-logical axioms. It is a matter of uncovering, rather than qualifying,
the power relations that are condensed into these assumptions and that
are complementary to multiple qualifications and the truth effects their
acceptance produces.

Assuming the conjectural nature of modernity exposes its non-
automatic automatisms and its reiterative relations. Modernity’s inter-
nal coherence rather than its explanatory adequacy is a measure of
how modernity effectively works as a generative matrix of hierarchies.
Modernity as axiomatic perpetually rearticulates the relations between
its assumptions, and it is able to modify the ways its assumptions work
according to the need for structural heterogeneity determined by internal
pressures. And this can generate heterogeneous instances.

The epistemological interpretation of Godel’s incompleteness theo-
rems implies that the logical coherence of any axiomatic does not derive
its completeness from within the axiomatic itself.” Within a given set of
axioms, the possibility of internal coherence is always possible as long
as one assumes that one of the axioms is unquestionably true and takes
its validity for granted. Or, vice versa, whereas complete coherence can-
not be founded internally, it needs to be founded on another, different
set of axioms: by an external axiomatic. This ‘other’ axiomatic relates
in multiple possible ways externally to the former, and constitutes the
external possibility of the latter’s internal relational coherence (Nagel and
Newman 2001 [1958]).

Imagine the ever-changing self-transformative potential of modernity
as axiomatic, like a metaphorical Rubik’s cube: you need to keep one
surface firm in order to attempt to give coherence to the whole. But, with
invention and creativity excluded from what an axiomatic can produce,
it is not possible within modernity to reproduce anything but modernity
itself; consequently a different logical strategy needs to be elaborated if
one is opting to assume modernity’s incoherence and free sociological
imagination from its Eurocentric vincula. The historian of Chinese sci-
ence Nathan Sivin (2005: 53), for instance, maintains that in Europe
‘early science did not threaten the authority of established religion’. At
the same time, modernity as a whole is constructed as a secular age, with
secularism as its defining cultural and epistemological feature (Taylor
2009). In logical terms, one can conceptualize modernity as an axiomatic,
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whose the overall coherence is externally constructed by a specific relation
with a non-secular, religious set (or sets) of axioms: reciprocal interac-
tion between the two axiomatics establishes their epistemological space
derivatively.

By heuristically constructing a circumscriptive context for a logical
regression of this kind, the risks associated with regressio ad infinitum are
contained, just as those of radical relativism are contained when shift-
ing from the realm of possibility to the sphere of permissibility. Isabelle
Stengers writes ‘it can be a matter of betting on the “possible” as against
the “probable™ (Stengers 2005: 147). To the extent that we intend to
move from modernity’s provisional adequacy to unthink its inevitability
as a frame, we need to reveal the logical, epistemological and historical-
social relations between the assumptions of modernity and other sets of
assumptions that overlap and intersect it, and to imagine exploring the
theoretical territories such a research trajectory potentially unfolds in
terms of contributing to globalize and decolonize social theory despite
the ubiquity of the modern.

Unthinking implies a set of decolonizing interventions in social the-
ory. It corresponds to an effort to expose the geopolitical and geocultural
situatedness of the assumptions questioned. Decolonizing means a deep
investigation into the narratives that support Eurocentric assumptions, in
the search for sites of dissonance and standpoints of irreconcilability with
modernity as a narrative and epistemological frame.

The first strategy of conceptual decolonization is thus genealogical.
Walter Mignolo (2000) complexifies Foucault’s notion of genealogy, and
attempts to transform it in the heuristic device of cross-genealogy. By
cross-genealogy, Mignolo means the entanglement of multiple sites of
enunciation of theories that incorporates asymmetries of power deter-
mined by the geopolitics of knowledge production. The strategy of decol-
onizing genealogy which this books undertakes consists in investigating
the cross-cultural historical formation of concepts through different and
intersecting geocultural and political contexts. It draws on revisionist
historiographical moves that assume the colonial difference as privileged
lens of observation, in order to show the parochialism of ideas and con-
cepts whose alleged universalism derives its legitimacy from colonial con-
figurations of power. ‘Decolonizing genealogy’ exploits its own semantic
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ambiguity too. It means both that the genealogy of existing concepts
needs to be decolonized from its Eurocentric assumptions and that the
different genealogy that emerges enacts an alternative elaboration of the
historical and social space to be grasped through the considered concept.
Decolonizing genealogy is a strategy driven by the awareness that method
itself is an articulation of the historically determined relations between
power and culture. It asserts that thinking the world is coterminous with
the political and theoretical problem of how to think the colonial.

The second strategy pointing to decolonizing social theory draws on
a long tradition of methodological critique of the comparative method
culminating in Bhambra’s (2016) Connected Sociologies research program
(McMichael 1990, 2000). This strategy emphasizes the connected nature
of the social and historical spaces that a specific concept aims to grasp
and represent. Sociology tends to exclude and minimize the generative
role of connections in producing historical-social realities, so it constructs
concepts like phenomena to be considered as inner by-products of pris-
tine European history, while conversely no process of social change, in
fact, can be entirely limited to Europe, or to a part of Europe, alone.
Narratives and epistemologies of connectedness are mobilized to give
new meanings to old concepts where possible, while disruptive effects are
produced where whereas Eurocentrism sets invariable limits to the pos-
sibility of re-configuring the semantics of a given concept. In both cases,
reformulation and disruption, the concept we were dealing with cannot
claim the adequacy it used to boast of.

Teratological Concept Formation

William Outhwaite (1983:1) invited social scientists to be very self-criti-
cal towards the terminological apparatus they deploy: ‘social scientists are
inevitably pushed to take serious notice of semantic aspects of their own
practice, they are also compelled to adopt positions in the philosophy
of meaning and science’. Outhwaite outlines three main paths towards
concept formation that interpellate different philosophical research tradi-
tions, and partly replicate the idiosyncrasies of these traditions: positiv-
ism, rationalism and hermeneutics. Yet, his entire analysis is developed
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within a Eurocentric tradition, which assumes that these perspectives
represent an adequate array of alternatives. In this book, instead, I argue
for the introduction and development of a teratological methodology of
concept formation. Teratology here works as an analogy rather than as a
metaphor.

To posit ‘questions of method’, ‘a way to think through’, or ‘a way
to form concepts and operationalize them’ imply thinking in terms of
conformation of differences and terminological normalization over
historical particularities and social specificities. However, to the extent
that concepts are assumed in their heuristic and transitional adequacy,
they can be constructed as networks of meanings historically deter-
mined and constantly in a state of tension: always unstable. As such,
every concept can be laid out against what it excludes by means of the
generalizations it implies; every concept can be constantly rethought
against the deformity whose marginalization is the foundational act for
that particular historically and/or contextually bound process of con-
cept formation. Teratological methodology places a particular emphasis
on the generative dimension of concept formation. It consists in the
methodical effort to think, unthink and rethink notions by bringing
the ‘colonial’ and the ‘non-Western’ into the morphogenesis—the gen-
esis of the form—of concepts.

Teratology is the science of the abnormal development of living
beings. It is the study of physiological monstrosity and deformations
that have their origin in embryonic life. During antiquity, at all latitudes,
teratology was a form of knowledge that served anthropological, scien-
tific, theological, and geographical purposes (Taruffi 1881). Teratology
was mobilized as an explanation for human difference; a way of locating
unknown peoples in space and time, and constructing alterity against
presumed antipodal difference; teratology also helped human groups
to produce their own understanding of the non-human (Mitmann and
Dendle 2012). As Daston and Park (1998) have eloquently shown, the
transformation of teratology into a more rational enterprise during the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries marked the shift towards a rationalist
imagery: from the acceptance of monstrosity as something located at the
limits of rational understanding to the refusal of monstrosity based on
the process of rationalization of the contingent causes for the genesis of
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monstrosity. In other words, monstrosity lost its etymological sense of
epiphanic marvel, and came to signify and delimit the ultimate frontier of
the pathological. Teratology exemplifies the way social science established
the boundary between the human and the non-human, the East and the
West, the North and the South. By marking the separation between what
was normal and acceptable, rational and human, on the one hand, and
what was deviant, abnormal, residual, on the other hand, the vocabu-
lary of Eurocentric modernity created an intimate colonial line within
humanity. This fault line is epitomized by so-called Siamese twins: at the
same time monstrous and exotic. Yet, this evocative strategy of tracing
the boundary, whether cultural, geo-historical or anthropological, is not
exclusive to Europe. Pre-modern Chinese culture worked in a similar way
as regards the construction of alterity, along the fault line that separates
civilization from barbarism (Smith 2013; Yue 2010). Thus, teratological
methodology tries to move in the opposite direction from the process of
production of otherness, that is, to include what European social theory
excluded to elaborate its conceptual apparatus, into the heart of the pro-
cess of concept formation.

To decolonize the conceptual archive of Western social sciences
has profound implications for the vocabulary of social theory. Achille
Mbembe (2015) argues that the archive of the West is in ruins. Based on
this acknowledgment, three paths appear viable; paths that are not neces-
sarily mutually exclusive, rather they designate distinguishable strategies.
Some may still contemplate these ruins and interrogate, reshape or
squeeze modernity’s conceptual archive and protocols of concept for-
mation, moved by the intellectual mood inspired by Simmel’s nostalgia
or Gilroy’s postcolonial melancholia. Others may work to legitimately
establish different cornerstones and build upon alternative foundations,
on larger and more egalitarian bases and pillars, the theoretical edifice of
modernity. Others again may be unable to avoid coming to terms with
the transitional adequacy of the entire architecture of modernity with all
its post-, successive, multiple, alternative, contested or pluralized attribu-
tive forms, and abandon the plastic metaphor of the destruens/construens
cycle of reconstructing or assembling foundations, to embrace the living
analogy with an ecology of thought whose biodiversity could eventually
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allow for unthinkable imaginations to grow out of germinating episte-
mologies and practices, among, beneath and above those familiar ruins.

Structure of the Book

Chapter 2 introduces a theoretical dilemma. On the one hand, the
adequacy of the notion of modernity articulated through tradition/
modernity comes to be profoundly destabilized by non-Eurocentric anti-
essentialistic narratives of science; on the other hand, in spite of this insta-
bility, the idea of modernity remains the epistemological frame to provide
an explanation of this same instability, by reformulating, extending and
eluding it. This chapter considers recent radical, revisionist and innova-
tive standpoints about the relationship between science and modernity in
global, dialogical, postcolonial, civilizational and connected histories of
science. The conceptual and terminological dimension of the critique to
Eurocentrism is drawn by exploring issues of epistemology and method-
ology related to the historiographical inquiries in modern science that are
under consideration. These counter-narratives of scientific modernity are
crucial to reconstructing the notion of science in a broader context that
relocates the global and colonial character of science at the center of a
possible, renewed and potentially more adequate historical and sociologi-
cal understanding of worldly processes of social change. Nonetheless the
dilemma introduced remains inextricable within the epistemic territory
of modernity itself; there follows the need for sociological imagination to
point towards the possibility of unthinking modernity.

Chapter 3 tackles the relation between modernity and Eurocentrism.
It explores some historical-sociological, epistemological and logical con-
tradictions inherent in the effort to produce non-Eurocentric categories
of social and historical analysis, and explains why this effort is doomed
to failure if modernity keeps on being accepted as the epistemic territory
within which such an effort is located. Eurocentrism is defined as autopoi-
etic, to the extent it constantly shifts its contextual meaning while refor-
mulating European centrality in different and ever-changing modalities.
Eurocentrism is connoted by its ability to operate by means of consequen-
tial isomorphism. Sinocentric re-interpretations of modernity are by-prod-
ucts of this isomorphism. Two basic assumptions connote modernity from
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a historical and sociological perspective: secularism and emancipation. The
former is analyzed in Chap. 4, the latter in Chap. 5.

Chapter 4 questions the axiomatic nature of the assumption according
to which modernity is a rupture in time and a difference in space conceiv-
able as the coming of a secular age. Modern Western thinking takes for
granted the association of secularism with underlying narratives of secu-
larization (Taylor 2009). Few relevant contributions have questioned this
automatic correspondence (Asad 2003; Nanda 2007). In the wake of this
theoretical disentanglement, the chapter focuses on the theoretical analy-
sis of secularization in historical sociology, from a global perspective, and
argues against the Habermasian notion of ‘post-secular’. The objective is
threefold: Habermas™ conception of the transition to a post-secular age;
Blumenberg’s idea of secularization as ‘reoccupation’ of a space of legiti-
macy left by questions the Middle Ages were not able to answer; Wang
Huf’s analysis of the relationship between Western science and China’s role
within global modernity.

Chapter 5 engages with the notion of emancipation and the historical
narratives that buttress its legitimacy. It does so from a particular angle, that
is, the dissonance produced by decolonial studies, on the one hand, and
queers standpoint methodologies, on the other hand. Two lines of reason-
ing converge towards this legitimization. The first is Wallerstein’s thesis that
there exist two aspects of modernity: modernity as open-ended emancipa-
tive process and modernity as perpetual remaking of the frontier of tech-
nological advancement at a given historical moment on the global scale.
The second is Foucaults acknowledgment that modernity should not be
considered as an epoch, but as a particular emancipatory ethos, enabling
the modern subject to reflexively act upon the present. Both lines, I con-
tend, produce problematic results from two vantage points: coloniality and
queer/transgender/intersexual epistemologies.

Chapter 6 tackles the possibilities and inherent limitations that the
frame of modernity imposes upon the effort to rethink the global outside
some of its Eurocentric constraints. A plausible path to reconstruct the
‘global’ beyond its Eurocentric foundations is to investigate the limits that
these Eurocentric foundations impose upon the aspiration to affirm the
centrality of the colonial question in the global turn. The chapter focuses
on three aspects of the construction of ‘the global” that are systematically
neglected. The first is the emergence of modernization theories as a response
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to the embryonic forms of the decolonization of theory in the immediate
aftermath of World War II, rather than the latter being a reaction to the
hegemony of the former. The second is the assessment of world-systems
analysis in the tradition of American sociology and its attempt to turn
global since the 1960s. The third is the disentanglement of relationalism
from holism that the irruption of the colonial difference into the realm of
theory production has produced since the 1980s. The chapter explores the
methodological upshots of the connected histories of science related to the
possibility of reconstructing the global.

Chapter 7 is a critique of the notion of endless accumulation of capital
that focuses on the epistemological nexus between historicism, colonialism
and the mathematical underpinnings of accumulation. The argument con-
sists in the disarticulation of the notion of the endless accumulation of cap-
ita. Starting from Chakrabarty’s dialectics between ‘History 1" and ‘History
2’, and the critical stances raised by Vivek Chibber, I tackle the issue of
the globalist dimension of Marx’s notion of Capital discussed by Arrighi
and Harvey, inter alia. I investigate the ambiguous space of abstraction
where the concept of accumulation is located. Then I show the conflation
of historicism and the mathematical notion of limit, confirmed by Marx’s
acquaintance with differential calculus in his late Mathematical Manuscripts.
I introduce and outline the concept of the discrete destruction of use values
by reinterpreting some of Marx’s basic tenets, , and suggest this concept as a
path to conceive the most detrimental and irreversible aspects of capitalism.
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2

The Scientific Revolution
and the Dilemmas of Ethnocentrism

In a letter to his friend Carl Friedrich Zelter, Wolfgang Goethe com-
mented: “The greatest art in theoretical and practical life consists in
changing a problem into a postulate’ (Cassirer 1952 [1923]: 371). The
nexus between Eurocentrism and the master narrative of scientific moder-
nity seems to have suffered a similar fate nowadays (Seth 2011). Anyone
who attempts to produce non-Eurocentric narratives of modernity, or
who restates European centrality as historical evidence, acknowledges
that the formation of modern knowledge is inextricable from the rise
of Europe to the position of world dominance through colonialism." In
social theory, Europe has partly lost its presumed objective historical pres-
ence as a coherent cultural entity integral to a determined geographical

Parts of this article have been published in Italian as Ascione, Gennaro (2013) ‘Eurocentrismo e
narrazioni della modernit scientifica. Tre prospettive globali’ Storica 19/56-57, pp. 9-52.

'David Landes (1999: 21), for instance, identifies its perspective with a conscious and historio-
graphically motivated Eurocentrism. Several and heterogencous reappraisals of Eurocentric narra-
tives of modernity have animated the debate in recent years. See Duchesne 2013; Huff 2010;
Wagner 2012; Ibn Warraq 2011; Al Zaidi 2011.
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space (Bhambra 2007a); Escobar and Mignolo 2013; Seth 2007).
Nonetheless, its hyperreal existence deeply informs available categories of
historical and social thinking.”

Narratives of modern science are constitutive of the relation between
sociology and the concept of modernity as its by-product.’ Thus, the dis-
articulation of this genetic relation can potentially contribute to paving
the way for an understanding of large-scale and long-term processes of
historical and social change immune to the inevitability of modernity as
a logical, historical and epistemological frame.

The attempt to transmute the theoretical limits of European ethnocen-
trism into heuristic devices dedicated to making the human and social
sciences a more inclusive and globally oriented endeavor, raises new ques-
tions and sets new agendas for inquiry. To what extent is it possible to
think within the boundaries (however contested) of scientific modernity
without remaining imbricated in the constraints of Eurocentrism?* Is
modernity the definitive horizon of sense for history? Let us assume, as a
hypothesis, that however long term, the idea of modernity is inevitably
contingent. Contingency does not necessarily imply any logic of over-
coming. It does not translate automatically into narratives of transition.
Rather, contingency refers to the transitional adequacy of any master nar-
rative, theoretical frame or epistemological strategy. Moreover, beyond
transitional adequacy defined in terms of temporality, a further premise
consists in assuming the relevance of the spatial articulation of this inad-
equacy on a planetary level. In other words, the search for conceptual ade-
quacy turns out to be an investigation into the insights and limits of the
scenarios that emerge by coupling alternative historical narratives with
the polycentric cartography of the multiplex geohistorical locations of
modernity. This heuristic rationale looks legitimate when applied to polit-
ical modernity and forms of powers that vary widely according to path-
dependent institutional configurations experienced in different parts of

*With ‘hyperreal’ I refer to Chakrabarty’s reformulation of Baudrillard’s concept. ““Europe” and
“India” are treated here as hyperreal terms in that they refer to certain figures of imagination whose
geographical referents remain somewhat indeterminate’ (Chakrabarty 2000: 27).

?For a critical wide bibliographical essay, see Seth 2009b.

4On the relation between science and social theory see Adam 1994; Adams et al. 2005; Keat and
Urry 2011 [1975]; Lee 2011; Luhmann 1994; Steinmetz 2005.
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the world. The same rationale looks plausible when applied to economic
modernity and the forms of production and distribution of wealth that
proliferate into the multiple worlds of social formations. Yet, the rationale
of pluralization is less self-evident when mobilized to understand science.
Scientific modernity retains a more solid appeal to universality.

The alleged superiority of Western knowledge is automatically associ-
ated with the paternity of modern science, as the presumed pragmatic
‘European’ approach to the understanding and control of Nature through
mathematization that is considered the core intellectual mechanism lying
at the foundations of modern rationality. This mainstream Eurocentric
understanding of science buttresses the notion of a pristine Western scien-
tific modernity and allows narratives of exceptionalism and triumphalism
which, historically, legitimized the denigration of other scientific tradi-
tions. Even non-specialists have a shared mental representation of the
boundaries that separate science from pseudo-science, magic, exoticism
or folklore. These boundaries, however shifting, contested and inherently
ambiguous whether in practice or in theory, are grounded in an accepted
way to structure the organization of knowledge in the modern world that
has been relatively stable for three centuries. As Sanjay Seth (2013) reaf-
firms, the process of configuration of modern knowledge begins with the
act of dropping these fault lines in sixteenth-century Europe.

The cogency of these boundaries is an unavoidable condition for
thinking about the relation between modern knowledge and the colonial
formation of modern science. Nonetheless, many philosophical, socio-
logical and historical perspectives on science show that this cogency per-
tains more to the power to impose those boundaries as true, than to the
actual ability of those presumed boundaries to circumscribe the realms of
existing forms of knowledge.

Yet, as Suman Seth (2009a, b) reconstructs, a wide revisionist move
within Western academia in the 1990s has raised doubts about the objec-
tivity and neutrality of the scientific enterprise and questioned the space-
time and content of the ‘Scientific Revolution’ (Cohen 1994; Haraway
1991b; Harding 1987; Poovey 1998; Shapin 1994). More recently, his-
torians of colonialism and non-Western sciences have raised doubts about
the pristine European character of the set of changes that the notion of the
Scientific Revolution brings together. One argument is that science as we
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know it emerged through colonialism and thus the Scientific Revolution
cannot be reduced to the concurrency of European discoveries and inven-
tions (Cook 2007; Elshakry 2010; Headrick 2012). Another argument
is that modern science would be not such a rupture in time against late-
medieval scientia in Europe, nor would it make such a difference in space
before other non-Western traditions. There would be more continuities
than fractures in the global transmission of scientific ideas across civiliza-
tional, colonial and imperial boundaries (Bayly 2004; Darwin 2008). A
related thesis is that scientific rationality was not the exclusive prerogative
of the Western European geniuses of the Renaissance (Saliba 2007); sev-
eral groundbreaking ideas that furnish those geniuses’ iconographies were
already part of Eastern resource portfolios, as Needham had extensively
documented in the case of China (Joseph 1987, 2011).

The assumption that has been confuted is the European character of
modern science as a whole. Differently authoritative voices with differ-
ent emphases have been raised in defense of this assumption (Gaukroger
2006, 2010; Huff 2010; O’Brien 2013;). The controversies that these
diverse approaches have raised lead to the hypothesis that modern science
has been a global phenomenon since its emergence: its roots are to be
found not in a single civilization or region, but rather in the transmission
and/or circulation of ideas occurring largely before the sixteenth century
(Hopkins 2002; Heng 2009; Tignor et al. 2002; Bentley 1990; Manning
2003; Gills and Thompson 2006; Armitage 2004).

These historiographical debates produce heuristic conundrums that
describe a norm—explanation tension, as per Burawoy’s formulation
(2005b). These are conundrums for a sociological conceptualization.
Both civilizational and conjunctural explanations of why modern science
emerged as it did in the global scenario imply the normative problem of
what epistemological alternatives exist to the presumed universality of
modern science as we know it (see Harding 2011). What science, and for
whom? How is it possible to pluralize science towards the proliferation
of multiple sciences that would account for alternative historical paths
in the past and would respond to the social needs of different groups,
according to diverse standpoints in the present?

It is neither far from true nor close to exhaustive to approximate that
there are four main trends in the debate over science today that aspire
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to answer these questions, by producing non-Eurocentric narratives of
modernity: dialogical, postcolonial, Sinocentric and connected histories
of science. A multiplicity of historiographical and sociological debates
anticipate substantive themes and often critical insights that each of
these four perspectives consider as qualifiers for its distinctiveness.” What
makes these four trends distinctive in the context of present knowledge,
is that the critique of Eurocentrism is a premise. Rather than consider-
ing these perspectives in terms of cohesive research programs, I prefer
a deflective definition: heuristic strategies. As strategies, each of these
perspectives has some shared epistemological assumptions, share a set of
research objectives, and use certain methodological devices to conduct its
inquiry. Nonetheless, I maintain, a contradictio in terminis emerges. On
the one hand, these perspectives destabilize modernity because they blur
the constitutive divide between tradition and modernity. On the other
hand, the idea of modernity remains the epistemological frame providing
an explanation of this same instability.

Dialogical History and the Scientific
Revolution

Anyone who considers the Scientific Revolution a by-product of the
transformations internal to medieval scientia, or who gives priority to
external factors, or who argues against the relevance of the notion of
Scientific Revolution tout court, is driven by a common Eurocentric bias.
This is Arun Bala’s main critical stance. To this bias, he counters that
modern science is the product of long-term and large-scale dialogues
among global civilizations. Affirming the civilizational character of
the birth of modern science, Bala maintains, does not mean register-
ing episodically the contribution that ideas, theories and practices born
or developed within Indian, Chinese, or Arab-Islamic civilization had

> Osler’s, nowadays classical, anthological volume (2000) offers a historiographical perspective of
the problem that is an important entry point to the main issues in the debate. A different perspec-
tive on the material construction of modern science in the colonial context of Dutch world hege-
mony in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is the fascinating historical inquiry by Cook
(2007).
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on European thinkers. It means, rather, rewriting the entire history of
modernity from the perspective of its scientific foundations. The overall
political aim of this endeavor would be to confute the myth of European
inner superiority in scientific discovery. Against Eurocentric triumpha-
lism in modern science, Bala mobilizes a multicultural narrative of sci-
entific modernity. Acknowledging the constituent contributions to the
Scientific Revolution made by non-European civilizations and cultures,
whether schools of thought, thinkers, or single ideas, would pave the
way for re-establishing the historical and epistemological dignity of non-
Western civilizations. Modern science, Bala continues, is the product of
intense and uninterrupted dialogue between civilizations. This dialogue
nourished natural knowledge across the globe, inscribing cultural hybrid-
ity into the genetic code of modern science.

Despite the complex articulation of these global exchanges and nego-
tiations, Western historiography of the Scientific Revolution is guilty of a
parochial narrative whose protagonists are only Europeans.

Bala makes it clear that his view is prompted by the will to drain
the vast basin of thought and assumptions on which European eth-
nocentrism and its universalistic pretensions necessarily draws, that is,
the possibility of attributing the character of essentiality to historical
specificity. Any ethnocentric construction presumes that something
inherently different grew out of a specific geohistorical location at a
certain moment in time, rather than being the result of connections and
interactions. The critique of this Eurocentric premise translates into a
series of argumentative knots, whose political impact is immediately
understandable. The way Eurocentric historians have read, interpreted,
written and told the history of scientific modernity conditions and
influences not only our view of the global past, but inevitably and erro-
neously, our perception of the encounter between cultures and civiliza-
tions in our own time.

Bala engages in heated conversation with Floris Cohen. Cohen’s work
is based on two fundamental presumptions: an epistemological one and a
methodological one. The first consists in the unquestioned superiority of
Europe in natural knowledge; the second consists in the historiographical
criterion of attribution of discoveries, ideas and theories to one civiliza-
tion (or scientific culture) or another.
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Cohen (1994: 404) states the first presumption explicitly: ‘a history
that takes the fact of Western superiority in this particular domain of
human achievement as a fact, not one to be unduly proud (or envious)
of, but just as a remarkable fact that cries out for scholarly explanation
through finding out how it is that the Scientific Revolution eluded other
civilizations’. Cohen relies on the Weberian axiom according to which
the West is unique because it is a secular civilization. As such, only in
the modern West has rationality emancipated itself from the chains of
tradition. It follows that the explanatory issue of constructing a plausible
narrative to explain Weber’s classic question: “Why in the West and in
the West alone?” is translated into the reafirmation of Needham’s equally
classic negative question: “Why did modern science not develop in civi-
lization X?” Kevin O’Brien has recently reaffirmed the necessity of this
heuristic strategy that he generalizes as the ‘Needham mega-question’.
For him, the contribution of other cultures and civilizations to the emer-
gence of ‘a Western European regime for the discovery, development, and
diffusion of useful and reliable knowledge’ has to be acknowledged, yet
this concession does not change the fact that the transition to modern
science is a European phenomenon.

Against this solid presumption, Bala notes that ‘in religion and the
arts we don’t expect culture-neutral constructions. But since the same
science is taught everywhere, and scientific knowledge is perceived as uni-
versal and cosmopolitan, it seems to make sense to ask why it failed to
develop in a particular civilization. ... Behind the question, therefore,
lies the assumption that modern science is the only science possible and
could only have developed the way it did’ (2006: 7). In compliance with
the Weberian approach to the comparative study of world civilizations,
Eurocentrism in history and sociology makes it plausible for science to
be conceptualized through a tautological space of realization of human
potentialities that would only have found its paradigmatic and progres-
sive expression in the West. Not only inasmuch as it is unproblematic
to mechanically associate modernity and the West with a particular idea
of science according to which the essence that drives scientific knowl-
edge is the rational investigation of the secrets of Nature; rather because,
among the different types of rationality that Weber constructed as ideal-
types, the one that would connote modernity is instrumental reason. It
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is instrumental reason that drives the form of rationality that modern
science makes universal and manifest. The pragmatic approach to Nature
that designs a relationship of control and power by Man over Nature, in
other words, the Baconian program, epitomizes the peculiar rationality of
scientific modernity as it emerged in Europe alone.

This epistemological architecture has its methodological corollary.
Weberian ideal-types and the comparative method support a kind of
explanatory structure where each of the ‘civilizations’ would be endowed
with intrinsic properties, discoverable and discernible within the territo-
rial space of a geohistorical entity to which culture would be integral.
The space-time and cultural boundaries of these geohistorical entities are,
admittedly, elusive. Nonetheless, the evocation of their existence would
suffice to create an objective historical presence. As a result, the rela-
tional nature of the emergence of modern scientific knowledge appears
occluded. Relations become ancillary explanatory devices in the narrative
of the success story of the West and the corresponding failure of the Rest
to achieve scientific modernity.

A New Agenda

The presumption of the relative irrelevance of transmission and exchange
across civilizational borders has long prevented the history of science
from redesigning its Eurocentric agenda. When these premises have come
under attack, new methodological insights have gained momentum.
Bala, and Joseph inter alia, ask whether it is plausible, without any
direct evidence, to maintain that exchange of scientific ideas across cul-
tural and civilizational boundaries occurred. To what extent, they ask,
does the circumstance that a discovery took place chronologically first
in one culture and then in another culture, support the thesis that there
existed an influence of this culture over the culture where that discov-
ery appears later in time? Does the mere existence of a known corridor
of communication between the two cultures suffice? Bala suggests call-
ing this option the weak criterion. To this criterion he opposes a strong
criterion that answers the following heuristic interrogative: should the
researcher adhere to the rule that influence is verified if, and only if, the
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evidence of the transmission, not just the evidence of the existence of the
corridor, is verified?

This methodological conundrum, and the intrinsic ambiguities it
involves, is inseparable from the normative dimension that affects
the kind of histories or counter-histories of modernity to be written.
Inasmuch as the strong criterion is implemented, it would be very dif-
ficult to produce histories of scientific modernity that do not end up
reproducing the Eurocentric tenets of Western historiography. First,
because of the particularly elusive status of the notion of historiographi-
cal proof in the history of ideas, as Carlo Ginzburg has eloquently
argued (1999). Second, because the strategies of validation of historio-
graphical knowledge, modeled upon the Western archive, prove inad-
equate to cope with the dilemmas and the specificities of the endeavor
to reconstruct the colonial past, within and outside the colonial archive,
as Guha and the Indian Subaltern Studies Group have registered (Guha
1963, 1983a, b).

Conversely, inasmuch as the weak criterion is implemented, the trans-
mission of ideas and knowledge becomes acceptable wherever a corridor
of communication exists. If one couples this methodological directive
with the fact that the new historiographical interest in non-Western
regions and knowledge has enabled the emergence of a growing number
of narratives that witness the existence of relevant scientific traditions
endowed with ideas and knowledge that constantly question the motto
‘first in Europe!’, it follows that the content of modern science loses its
distinctive character in space and time (Irschick 1994; Trautmann 1999).
The spatial complexification of the worldly cartography of scientific
modernity and the epistemological as well as methodological outcomes
it has brought to the fore, end up harking back to the temporal articula-
tion of the relationship between humanism and science in early modern
Europe (Bod et al. 2015). New questions call for new agendas.

Gian Battista Della Porta, besides his extensive knowledge of nature,
alchemy, music, agriculture, astrology, astronomy and medicine, was
the protagonist in two accusations of plagiarism that racked the brains
of both his contemporaries and historians. The most notorious was the
quarrel with Galileo Galilei around the paternity of the telescope, started
in 1603, and motivated by Della Porta on the basis of his Magia Naturalis
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(1589) and De refraction optices parte (1593).¢ The other, less well known,
was with his homonymous pen pusher at the papal court, Gian Battista
Bellaso from Brescia. In front of Galileo, Della Porta claimed he was
the victim; in front of Della Porta, Bellaso claimed to be the victim. For
Bellaso, Della Porta was guilty, because he had not mentioned him as the
father of a cryptographic method that Della Porta described in his auto-
graphical book entitled De Furtivis Literarum Notis vulgo de ziferis libri
IV (1563).” Whose idea? The diatribe between the two Gian Battistas
exemplifies the fundamental historiographical problem of the attribution
of ideas to thinkers or inventors, which is at the core of the discipline of
history of science. A problem in which many excellent cases reside; the
most canonical, even for its philosophical and political implications, was
born around the question: “Who did ‘invent’ the differential calculus?
Newton or Leibniz?’.*

The coordinates of this classic problem, in recent decades, have dra-
matically transcended the boundaries of ascertaining the paternity of
ideas and discoveries of single European thinkers. In the diatribe between
Newton and Leibniz, Madhava of Sangamagrama from the fourteenth-
century Indian Kerala school of mathematics makes his irruption, claim-
ing recognition for the principles of both trigonometry and differential
calculus: accurate historical evidences have been adduced to demonstrate
that he and his disciples were forerunners of the two Western European
duelists.” When Marx, during the very last years of his life, devoted his

¢ After the foundation of the Academia dei Lincei by Federico Cesi in 1603, Della Porta was the
head of the only open and working collegium of the Academia, the one in Naples. The proceedings
of the Academia dei Lincei assign to Della Porta the first project of a telescope obtained by coupling
two lenses, more than twenty years before the first Dutch telescope was produced, and then refined
by Galileo in 1611. The quarrel with Galileo became less relevant for both when the Roman
Inquisition accused both Della Porta and Galileo of heresy. See Odescalchi (1806). A recent com-
pilation of the documents regarding Galileo and Della Porta can be found in (eds) U. Baldini,
L. Spruit, Catholic Church and Modern Science. Documents from the Archives of the Roman
Congregations of the Holy Office and the Index, Vol 1., Sixteenth-century documents, t. 2, Roma
2009, pp. 1507-64. See also Geoft Andersen, The Telescope: Its History, Technology, and Future
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007).

’The code was actually introduced for the first time by Giovan Battista Bellaso in 1553, with the
book La cifra del Sig. Giovan Battista Bellaso, gentil huomo bresciano, nuovamente da lui medesimo
ridotta & grandissima brevita et perfettione.

8See Hall (1980); Bertolini (1993); Coyne (1988); Feingold (1993).

? Almelda and Joseph (2004).
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attention to the cognitive and historical dimension of the development
of differential calculus, he began with a critique of the ‘mystical’ notion
of derivative that both Leibniz and Newton espoused. Marx was also
oblivious to the way the Kerala school had conceived the problem of the
passage to infinity. Had he been aware of the mathematics of the Kerala
school, Marx would have probably raised more uncanny questions about
his own social theory than the epistemological support he searched, as we
shall see in Chap. 7.

Two hypotheses emerge: either differential calculus was borrowed
from India, or Europeans and Indians reached analogous results along
parallel, however syncopate, paths. In the first case, Indian science would
have anticipated European science along the path of scientific modernity.
In the second case, scientific modernity would be such a global, overall
human phenomenon that similar discoveries would mushroom indepen-
dently in different geohistorical locations. In the first case, as Wallerstein
(1997) foresaw, European ethnocentrism would be replaced by an Indo-
centric version of the master narrative of scientific modernity. A strategy
that Saliba (2007) adopts in reconstructing the complex developments
of Islamic science since the Abassid revolution (750—751 AD). In the
second case, modern science as a singular universal path would be deter-
ministically established as the only possible horizon for the production of
knowledge about nature. In both cases, nonetheless, a new historiograph-
ical research agenda is needed. An agenda where the priority becomes the
investigation into the material and cultural corridors and human cartog-
raphies of circulation of knowledge and practices that could have been
responsible for the transmission of ideas from India to Europe, through
known or still unknown networks; networks that the Furocentrism in the
history of science had simply ignored, in other words occluded. When
these potential corridors are drawn on a world map, a new cartography
of connections appears that does not overlap with the mappa mundi with
Europe at its center. When seen from a global perspective, the problem
of attribution becomes the historiographical controversy around the
existence and the relevance of exchanges between diverse civilizational
systems, within hybrid zones of contact and exchange, among actors
negotiating and transforming scientific knowledge.
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If something that can be conceived as ‘Scientific Revolution’ did occur
in Europe in the seventeenth century, probably thanks to the dialogue of
civilizations, the question of the theoretical and conceptual significance
of this ‘something’ is no longer exclusively dependent on the problem of
connoting its content in terms of knowledge and discoveries. It forces
us to rethink the structures of ‘why’, implemented to analyze scientific
modernity from a global perspective. The explanatory ambiguity of this
historiographical conundrum translates into the normative sociological
issue of agreeing around an understanding of science that could be opera-
tionalized and mobilized to rethink modernity from a non-Eurocentric
perspective. In other words, the question becomes, as John Hobson for-
mulates it: “What did Europeans do right in order to breakthrough to
modernity?” This interrogative calls into question the sociological prob-
lem of asking what characterizes science, beyond its content of notions,
ideas, theories and discoveries. In other words, how should ‘science’ be
thought of in order to produce a global social theory able to include
contributions from other civilizations in the creation of a new theoretical
and historiographical canon? The answer dialogical history gives is rather
paradoxical: the Baconian program

The Baconian program becomes a formidable candidate to fill the vac-
uum of global dialogism in the history of science and to perform the role
of organizational myth providing the answer to the interrogative posed
by Hobson. Bala (2012) and Goonatilake (1999, 2011) reproach that
criticisms against Bacon are grounded in reductive or incomplete inter-
pretations of his thought. Bala orients the question toward a reinterpre-
tation of Bacon’s conception of science from the Novum Organum, by
means of the (ante litteram) multicultural conception of science imag-
ined by Bacon in New Atlantis. The Novum Organum is a manifesto for
experimentalist and inductive pragmatism, while New Atlantis is a plea
for civilizational knowledges: the humus for the ‘new’ science.

One significant element in his work is the crucial contribution that the
collection of knowledge from diverse parts of the world can make to the
advancement of science. The history of modern science often creates the
impression that science developed within Europe with little input from the
outside. Yet in this influential study it is evident that Bacon did not
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underestimate the contributions that other cultures could make to the
growth of the sciences. (Bala 20006: 4)

‘Contributions’ to what? Goonatilake maintains that a global science
for the twenty-first century needs to ‘mine civilizational knowledges'.
He explains that ‘current problems about tinkering with environment
have laid to rest some of the simplistic readings of Bacon’s writings on
science as the torturer of Nature’, while what remains of Bacon’s anti-
Aristotelian ideal of ‘useful’ science is that ‘science whatever its social,
political psychological, philosophical roots is ultimately “that which
works™ (Goonatilake 2011: 380, 382). He continues that even though
not ‘all the systems of knowledge are equivalent’ and ‘different sciences
uses different methods’, the Baconian anti-contemplative approach to
natural knowledge is inherently progressive. The way Bacon establishes
the predominance of natura vexata over natura libera is the exceptional
quintessence of Western science’s capacity to become ‘the most advanced
scientific culture in history’ (Goonatilake 2011: 385). Science is ‘what
works’. This conception answers the question posed by Hobson when
he asks what is ‘right to do’ in order to ‘breakthrough to modernity’.
Pragmatism against Nature in order to improve Man’s living conditions
on earth would be what allowed Europeans to create a new and more
desirable form of knowledge. Global dialogical histories of science affirm
that modern science with its groundbreaking discoveries and theoreti-
cal innovations has been multicultural and inter-civilizational, since its
origins are not purely European; but at the same time, they also reaffirm
that the anti-contemplative, practical, empiricist attitude toward nature
explains ‘why Europeans breakthrough to modernity’. A breakthrough
that, ultimately, happened in Europe and Europe alone’.

Thus, to the extent the Baconian program offers a response to the epis-
temological fragility of the global dialogical explanatory construction of
modernity, since it actually provides its historiographical architecture
with a cornerstone to understand what Europeans ‘did right’, it restates
a European exceptionalism of a different kind. Dialogical histories of
science transpose European exceptionalism from modern science as a
whole to its more nuanced but equally uniquely modern attitude towards
nature.
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Postcolonial Science and Technology Studies

The genealogies of postcolonial studies on science and technology
instead, share deep criticisms of the Baconian program and the role it
played as underlying ideational structure in the imperial and colonial his-
tories of subjugation that had Europeans as main protagonists (Merchant
1980; Haraway 1990, 1991a, 1997). In the wake of feminist studies of
science, postcolonial science and technology studies depart from this
heritage and further elaborate two main paths where the convergence of
gender studies and postcolonialism moves in the direction of a radical
critique of Western sciences. The first is the role that Western sciences
and technologies played in colonial histories. The second is the role that
colonialism has played in the emergence of Western science and tech-
nologies. Here the presumed universalism of science is suspended and
rethought as a form of natural knowledge that pertains to a particular
ethno-story of domination and control, rather than the co-production
of forms of knowledge the West obtained by mining other civilizational
sources of knowledge. Ashis Nandy is clear about the political nature of
the Baconian program:

Bacon does not want knowledge to be pursued for its own sake, or that it
be freed from all values. Having freed knowledge from all constraints of
good and evil, he subjects it to a new overriding constraint—it should
generate power. Power and utility are in fact the keywords of Bacon’s
thought. These words appear as the principal values in everything that
Bacon has written. For him the value of power and utility is so great that
often truth, power and utility become identical concepts in his perception.

(Nandy 1990: 44)

The dimension of power involved in the presumed neutrality of mod-
ern science is crucial in postcolonial studies. Sandra Harding has long
engaged with science and technology from a feminist, gender, and post-
colonial perspective (Harding 1991, 2008; Kellert et al. 2006). In order
to counter the hegemony of Western science, Harding rehabilitates the
contextual validity and performativity of different cultures to produce
multiple notions of science. Each science that does not respond to the
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particularistic and detrimental idea of Western science implies a strug-
gle for recognition within modernity. A struggle that sees non-Western
indigenous knowledge mobilized against the alleged universalism of
Western science to exhaust 7z se all the possible meanings and spaces of
modernity. From this pluriversal world, a multiplicity of methodologies
emerges. For Harding, the acquaintance with standpoint methodologies
is the most fertile theoretical praxis to simultaneously dismantle mod-
ern science as Western, masculine ethno-science, and produce alterna-
tive forms of natural knowledge from disadvantaged groups. Standpoint
methodologies, it is worth recalling, were born within the twentieth-
century Marxist historical materialist plea to demolish bourgeois knowl-
edge, from the standpoint of the proletariat. Since then, standpoints have
been thus invoked by gender studies as strategic /oci where disadvantaged
subjects, cultures and social groups can produce their own understanding
of nature (Harding 2011: 19). For Harding, this move results in a norma-
tive tension that makes science a more egalitarian global space, replacing
‘a single united science for the world with the proliferation of a world of
sciences’ (2011: 9).

Multiple vantage points express interests and needs of social groups
and communities, with their historically determined and place-based
interested needs and practices, which are often irreconcilable. As Arturo
Escobar (2008) expresses it, diverse groups produce alternative political
ecologies, whose reciprocal relations are not always conceivable in dialec-
tical terms, as if the overcoming of divergences would always fall under
the political recomposition of interests and the theoretical transformation
through synthesis (Escobar 2008). When standpoint methodologies are
seen in their concrete articulation, it is clear that different social groups,
with their path-dependent histories, internal distribution of power, and
changing definition of the boundaries defining the community itself,
insist on the same space-time. Escobar remarks that different standpoints
produce distinct ecologies, grounded in alternative constructions of their
respective territories. Within the same space, for instance, the territory
produced by the operation of capitalists engaged in extractive or pro-
ductive activities is different from the territory constructed by migrant
workers in industries or plantations, and both are different again from
the territory constructed by the indigenous population.
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What is the idea of ‘modernity’ that standpoint methodologies suggest,
project or legitimate? Harding addresses this question when she under-
lines that the normative tension towards the proliferation of sciences is
coterminous with the paradigms of multiple and alternative modernities
(2011: 1).

Modernity is not only disseminated from West to ‘rest’. It is also indepen-
dently produced within each and every society. Whether arriving from out-
side or inside a society or, more likely, through negotiations between inside
and outside it must be ‘sutured’ into existing economic, political, cultural,
psychic, and material worlds. Thus modernity will always take on distinc-
tive local features in its multiple regional appearances. And it always tends
to appropriate and reshape to its own ends the social hierarchies that exist.
(Harding 2011: 9)

The explicit association between standpoint methodologies and the
paradigm of multiple modernities gives the idea of the multiplication of
the sites where modernity takes place and develops, diverging and recom-
bining its alleged European origins. Yet, as we shall see in Chap. 3, the
paradigm of multiple modernities reformulates some of the basic tenets
of Eurocentrism; it follows that to the extent postcolonialism is not able
to imagine the proliferation of sciences outside this paradigm, it repro-
duces Eurocentrism involved with multiple modernities. If one takes
Hardings view seriously, then postcolonial science and technology stud-
ies are coherent with the multiple and alternative modernities, regardless
of the accusations of Eurocentrism that have been consistently leveled
at them during the last ten years of debate. Harding’s position clearly
is not representative of the entire constellation of postcolonial studies.
Within this constellation, Itty Abraham expresses a shareable skepticism
about the ability of postcolonial studies of science to be coherent with
their proclaimed anti-essentialist stance—what Spivak framed in terms of
strategic essentialism. For the coherence between being anti-essentialistic
and contributing to shape the epistemological space for the emergence
of different, as well as more egalitarian, modernities is a reasonable path
towards rethinking both premises and objectives (Abraham 20006). As
Warwick Anderson recalls:


http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-51686-2_3

2 The Scientific Revolution and the Dilemmas of Ethnocentrism 43

[Abraham] expressed serious misgivings when the postcolonial was identi-
fied, in his words, as a ‘site for understanding the clash of knowledge and
the formation of alternative modernities’. He worried that ‘when the post-
colonial ... is linked to a fixed site of irreducible knowledge claims, it artic-
ulates an ontology that ties knowledge to a location as a singular and
essential quality of place’. (Anderson 2009: 394)

In my view, the friction that Abraham’s and Anderson’s thoughtful objec-
tions make intelligible can be formulated as follows. Social groups express-
ing alternative standpoints, whereas conceived according to fractures of
race, ethnicity, religion, gender or sexual orientation, are transformed into
coherent involucres of ‘authentic’ counter-hegemonic instances, from
which pluralism would emanate and finally blow subjectivity with the
pneuma of non-Eurocentrism. The problem is still that, within the frame
of modernity as horizon of sense and a distinct era in human history, the
individuation of these subaltern, marginal or indigenous groups cannot
but be operated through a sociological definition that draws from the
modern/colonial categories of classification. This circularity temporarily
freezes constructed characteristics as well as the social needs multiple sci-
ences would respond to. Thus, it becomes very difficult to avoid an essen-
tialist construction both of subaltern subjects and of local knowledge in
terms of traditional knowledge. As a result, the same tradition/modernity
divide that postcolonial studies deeply questions is rehabilitated in terms
of multiple modernities, albeit within a reversed normative and politi-
cal endeavor that attributes transformative political power to subaltern
epistemologies. This is the underside of Harding’s ‘traditions of moder-
nity’. The overall consequences of this contradiction compose an image of
modernity formed by the juxtaposition of multiple declinations of what
to be modern means to different, or better, differently constructed social
groups. Anderson has clearly outlined the risks connected to any concep-
tual and semantic slippage from the plea for alternative, heterogeneous,
hybrid, multiple modernities to the rhetoric of globalization: to the extent
techno-science is constructed as a rupture in time and space, long-term
and large-scale processes of dominance, exclusion, and hierarchization,
rooted in colonialism and addressed by postcolonialism, are occluded.
Let me add that any chronosophy, that is, a particular way to imagine
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the relation between present, past and future that implicitly or explic-
itly endows the idea of successive, multiple or alternative modernities
with a plausible transition narrative, implies a surreptitious return to the
allochronies typical of modernization theories. Postcolonial science and
technology studies are effective in dismantling the fallacies and essential-
ism of civilizational accounts of modern science, yet the problem of their
self-contradictory position in the face of the critique to modernity they
contributed to inaugurate remains. These ambiguities are a by-product
of underlying theoretical contradictions. These contradictions pertain not
merely to the intrinsic limits of thinking science from a standpoint per-
spective; rather to a more solid epistemological theoretical structure that
is common also to dialogical, global, and Sinocentric narratives of science,
and that assumes the paradigm of alternative and multiple modernities as
a valid correction of modernization and globalization theories.

China and Scientific Modernity

If postcolonial theory contests the authority of Western science and
its supportive narratives from the perspective of those groups that are
located in disadvantageous positions in the existing hierarchies estab-
lished through the coloniality of power, scholars involved in the study of
Chinese science from a global perspective are skeptical about the space-
time coordinates, strength, and adequacy of those hierarchies. The for-
midable rise of East Asia during the last three decades imposes a broad
reconsideration of the narratives and analytical categories that had served
to account for the ‘rise of the West'.

The rise of the West in the face of the resurgence of China has set the
scene for rethinking the global transformations in the regimes of scientific
knowledge production. The problem is not reducible to the dichotomy
between the success of Europe and the failure of China to break through
to modernity. It rather suggests the viability of analyzing the long-term
and large-scale relations between European science and Chinese science
in the Eurasian space (Elman 1984, 2005; Sivin 2005; Sivin and Lloyd
2004). Benjamin Elman affirms that China did not fail to develop sci-
ence. Rather China did it on its own terms. In other words, while Europe



2 The Scientific Revolution and the Dilemmas of Ethnocentrism 45

underwent its Scientific Revolution, Chinese science responded to histor-
ical, social, political and institutional needs that cannot be fully read and
understood through the category of Scientific Revolution. Clearly, this
does not exclude powerful processes of exchange, negotiation, adapta-
tion and rejection between Chinese and European science in the Chinese
context between the sixteenth and twentieth centuries. Nonetheless, for
Elman, it is undeniable that, independently of Europe, Chinese civiliza-
tion has been able to mobilize material and intellectual resources towards
the production of reliable knowledge, useful for historically determined,
locally bound needs. The idea that scientific modernity is produced in
relative independence by every society is an interpretative option that is
always practicable when adopting a global perspective conflating civili-
zational multilinear temporalities with societal coextensive processes of
social change. As Bala notes, ‘this sort of historical reconstructions are
often made when cultures confront alien influences—especially cultures
sufficiently rich in possessing a wide variety of conceptual resources.
Dominant and elaborately articulated ideational themes in an alien tradi-
tion are absorbed but treated as internal articulations of previously unde-
veloped minor themes within the recipient culture’ (2006: 45).

Chinese science and its relation with European science should thus
be reconsidered with three historical circumstances in mind. The first is
the coexistence of many different scientific traditions originating from
all major scientific cultures that existed at the time, and which had a seat
in the Chinese scientific bureau, or at the court of the Celestial Empire.
When Jesuits joined other scientists at the court of the Celestial Emperor,
they were not considered the outpost of scientific knowledge, nor were
the achievements they introduced to China automatically regarded as
valid and groundbreaking (Smith 2014). The second is the selective intro-
duction, translation and rejection of ideas and practices from European
science, by Chinese literati, according to a complex matrix of interests,
conjunctures and idiosyncrasies. Issues of ecclesiastical dogmas, internal
doctrinal struggles in the Catholic Church and personal biases deeply
affected what and how the transmission of ideas actually took place in
China. All these aspects, obviously, were present both on the European
side of translation and accommodation, and on the Chinese side (Hart
2013). Third, the disconnection between the path that science underwent
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in Europe, and the divergent paths of first Jesuit then Protestant science
in China, due to doctrinal considerations of opportunity and adherence
to theological constraints.

Elman argues that for Chinese /iterati the problem did not consist
simply in importing, discussing and eventually absorbing Jesuits™ scien-
tia, but rather in enacting an epistemological strategy able to provide
adequate collocation to each non-Chinese system of knowledge within a
categorical meta-structure that proved flexible enough to assimilate not
only theories and ideas but also overall gnoseological architectures pro-
viding a functional classification structure for the organization of those
theories and ideas. A meta-structure for ‘collecting the collectors” (Elman
2005: 34-38). Following this argument, it is possible to narrate Chinese
modernity as a by-product of cultural hybridization with, and active mas-
tering of, not only European, but also Indian or Arabic-Muslim scientific
cultures. A circumstance that does not require any prohibitive dose of
counterfactualism to appear more than plausible.

What can we infer for questioning modernity from these alterna-
tive readings of the encounter between Chinese and European science?
According to Hobson’s definition of neo-eurocentrism, the flexibility of
Western scientific culture is the new keyword to re-establishing the excep-
tionalism of Europe against other civilizations. Nonetheless, this flexibility
connotes Chinese civilization too. Adaptiveness and creativity can be con-
sidered hallmarks of Sinocentrism, analogously to neo-Eurocentrism. This
permutational logic in historical thinking allows us to replace a center with
another center. It describes a common feature of distinctive and compet-
ing exceptionalism in the Eurasian space of global modernity. It partakes
of both the opposed narratives of centrality. These narratives, in fact, end
up being complementary from an historical and sociological point of view:
their reciprocal interpellation grounds the process of construction of oth-
erness that is unavoidable in every identity construction, independently
from the scale on which that identity is perceived.

As Jorn Riisen puts it, ‘a convincing concept of identity furnishes peo-
ple with self-esteem. Since identity has always been grounded on differ-
ence from the otherness of the others, the positive evaluation of oneself
logically leads to a negative view on the otherness of the other. And this
is the problem of ethnocentrism’ (Riisen 2004: 64). In fact, this same
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permutational logic is able to support non-European ethnocentrism(s).
Nonetheless it is unable to produce decentered, relational understandings
of the global, since ‘it follows a traditional logic of identity-formation
and related modes of historical thinking, in which separation is prior to
integration’ (Riisen 2004: 65).

Wallerstein (1997) foresaw the pitfalls of this logic and labeled it elo-
quently ‘the avatars of Eurocentrism’.

Yet, at the same time, the @ priori prevalence accorded to integration over
separation proves symmetrically misleading. As Rosenberg (2006: 3206)
remarks, in fact, ‘if the “societal” dimension of reality cannot be regarded
as analytically preceding the “inter-societal” one, any attempt to reverse
the precedence only produces the nonsensical idea of an inter-societal real-
ity prior to societies’. In other words, and in a counter-intuitive way, the
societal and the civilizational are not only sets of essentialized properties,
while, in contrast with them, the inter-societal and the inter-civilizational
are not only relational constructions. The societal and the civilizational, as
well as the inter-societal and the inter-civilizational, are both constructions
that can be understood either in essentialized or in relational terms. None
of them possesses any pre-narrative, ascribed ontological status. What
makes the difference is the methodological priority accorded respectively
to relations or entities, rather than the theoretical priority accorded to inte-
gration over separation. For this reason, the tension between competing
essentialist or even relational exceptionalisms is not sufficient to glimpse
the challenge of ethnocentrism. Abdel-Malek (1963, 1981) early on dis-
mantled the parochialism that this way of framing difference conveyed
through Western representations of ‘the East’. The dispute, therefore, shifts
to the level of relationally constructed ethnocentric narratives. Within this
tension, the dilemmas involved in Sinocentric counter-narratives of scien-
tific global modernity raise powerful challenges to the whole historical and
theoretical architecture of modernity. These dilemmas gravitate around
the evidence that the civilizational differences between Europe and China
are articulated upon the question of ‘why’ Europeans did what they did
‘the way’ they did it, while the Chinese did not, or did it in a different
way, a question that lies at the heart of any ‘success—failure’ explanatory
dichotomy.
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For Elman, this dichotomy has become a major intellectual limit nowa-
days: ‘we have increasingly acknowledged that our focus on the “failure” of
Chinese science to develop into modern science is heuristically interesting
but historiographically misguided. We are now forced to reassess how the
global history of science should be rewritten’ (Elman 2007: 40). Yung Sik
Kim has attempted to provide an axiomatic formalization for this problem.
For him, ‘why Scientific Revolution in Europe?’ corresponds, symmetrically
and bi-univocally, to ‘why not Scientific Revolution in non-Europe’ (Kim
2004: 100). We can infer from this that, within the frame of modernity,
wherever such ‘why/why not’ logic resurfaces, a non-Eurocentric construc-
tion of modernity can hardly be elaborated, as we shall see, in civilizational
terms, notwithstanding considerable normative efforts in this direction.

The epistemological dimension of this impasse is crucial to investigat-
ing the logical incoherence of the frame of modernity to produce a non-
Eurocentric understanding of the Scientific Revolution. This impasse is
intimately connected with the contradictions I envisage in the attempt to
undertake the task of writing non-Eurocentric histories of science and,
at the same time, coping with two main historical-sociological insights
elaborated by Gurminder Bhambra and John Hobson. The former is the
aforementioned critique of the paradigm of multiple modernities; the
latter is the denounciation of the emergence of a new and sophisticated
form of neo-Eurocentrism. I shall explore this impasse in Chap. 3. Before
moving to the sociological dimension of this historiographical questions,
let’s take into consideration the radical narrative challenge that the con-
nected histories of science have posed to either dialogic, postcolonial or
Sinocentric perspectives on scientific modernity.

Connected Histories of Science

As an antidote to the prevalence of conjectural explanations for the Great
Divergence between China and Europe, as well as of civilizational expla-
nations in the global history of science, new insights are produced by
those global histories of science that attempt to rescue the development
of scientific knowledge from the requirement to provide a causal explana-
tion for the breakthrough to modernity, that is, outside the trope of the
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transition to modern science and the rise of the West (Lightman et al.
2013; Raj 2007). Connected histories of science prove less interested
in the making of the Scientific Revolution, and more attracted by the
processes of spatial distribution and co-formation of theories, ideas, dis-
coveries and methods to produce knowledge about nature called ‘mod-
ern science’. Largely influenced by Subrahmanyam’s connected histories,
these narratives have two characteristics (Subrahmanyam 1997, 2005;
Fan 2007; Lissa 2009). First, they give priority to networks of circula-
tion, exchange and negotiations of ideas and practices occurring in het-
erogeneous contact zones, rather than focusing on the larger knots of
a polycentric, civilizational cartography of the development of modern
science. Fa-ti Fan points out that concepts such as connectedness and
trading zones

do not presuppose rigid, inflexible, demarcating cultural boundaries
between the parties that came into contact while noting the existence of
differences. There were boundaries, of course, but we cannot take them for
granted. ... Nor do they privilege conventional binary categories such as
Chinese/Western culture or civilization in explaining the contacts between
the parties. Nor do they, moreover, essentialize power relations. On the
contrary, they mark out a space for human actors as agents of historical
change. They enable us to see mingling, interaction, accommodation,
hybridization, and confluence as well as conflicts across borders of many

kinds. (Fan 2004: 2)

Along these lines, Raj insists that ‘it is in the asymmetry in negotiation
processes that the power relationship resides, and it can be brought to light
in its specificity only through a rigorous analysis of these processes, instead
of being raised to the status of an explanatory category ... These condi-
tions could depend on the exchange of favors, patronage, friendship, obli-
gation, or just economic exchange, to name but a few possibilities’ (2013:
344). In a similar vein, Roger Hart reconstructs in detail the interaction
between Chinese /iterati and Jesuit missionaries to show the different per-
ceptions of asymmetries of power and the complex interactions between
geohistorical and ideological constructions deployed as a means to make
sense of cross-cultural encounters. Among these porous boundaries, Hart
addresses the civilizational and geocultural ones, in a deflationary reading
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of interaction: ‘rather than viewing this as the “first encounter” of two
great civilizations—“China” and “the West”—we should instead critically
historicize this [sic] actors, by way of furthering their own interests in
the context of seventeenth century China. ... Narratives about this “first
encounter” contributed to imagining China and “the West” during the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries’ (Hart 2013: 2).

Connected histories of science challenge either the idea that modern
science emerged in Europe or the idea that it was later diffused, dissemi-
nated and transmitted to the rest of the world. Science did not come
out of Western scientific laboratories. Rather in larger and spatially dis-
tributed networks of circulation that systematically transgressed material
and ideational borders. As Raj argues, the making of scientific knowledge
took place ‘through co-constructive processes of negotiation between dif-
ferent skilled communities and individuals from both regions, resulting
as much in the emergence of new knowledge forms as in a reconfigura-
tion of existing knowledges and specialized practices on both sides of the
encounter. ... Knowledges that thus emerged were totally contingent on
the encounter and that important parts of what passes off as “Western”
science were actually made outside the West’ (2007: 223).

The emphasis on networks of human and non-human actors, knowl-
edge and practices, seems to resonate with Bruno Latour’s critique of
modernity and the Action Network Theory paradigm. For Latour (1987,
1993), the basic, flawed, assumption of ‘the moderns’ is that there exists
a clear separation between Nature and Culture. This presumption looks
inconsistent with the complex hybridism of the social production of
knowledge mediated by material objects. But while, for Latour, the spatial
articulation of modern science is concentrated in geohistorical knots
located in Europe that he calls ‘centers of calculation’, the perspective
of the connected histories of sciences, as Fa-ti Fan evidences, shifts the
attention from knots to the heterogeneous space-time distribution and
movement of the making of knowledge across colonial borders.'® Second,

19Fa-ti Fan elaborates on the distinctiveness, contentions and dilemmas of the connected histories
of science in his article ‘Modernity, Region, and Technoscience. One Small Cheer for Asia as
Method’ (forthcoming) Journal of Cultural Sociology: Special Issue: Theorizing Global Colonial
Modernity.
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connected histories of science implement a distinctive set of concepts
and heuristic tools, such as circulation, contact zones, power differentials,
brokers and go-betweens (Schaffer et al. 2009). I shall return to these
methodological strategies in Chap. 6, as they directly engage with the
possibilities of rethinking the notion of the global. For now, it will suffice
to remark that, analogously to postcolonial studies, rather than assuming
scientific cultures as integral to territorially definable geohistorical enti-
ties which would allow for comparative analysis, connected histories of
science take a closer look to the contextual, open-ended negotiation of
ideas and practices and the asymmetries of power within which negotia-
tion takes place. Yet, unlike postcolonial studies, connected histories of
science offer a more nuanced, less confrontational image of these asym-
metries of power.

Raj makes explicit that connected histories of science allow us to
take a closer look into the development of scientific knowledge out-
side the divide between metropolitan, European, modern science, on
the one hand, and colonial, indigenous sciences, marginal or residual
knowledges, on the other hand. Raj notes how postcolonial scholars have
denounced science ‘as alienating and dehumanizing and, in certain cases,
to open up alternative visions of what science might be’ (2013: 340).
Raj disagrees about the fact that ‘these scholars see modern science as a
hegemonic “master narrative” of Western power, a discursive formation
through which the rest of the world was simultaneously subjugated and
relegated to the role of Europe’s binarily opposed Other’ (2013: 340).
This approach is critical of perspective such as Gyan Prakash’s narratives
of the penetration of modern science in India through medicine. The
idea of penetration would be reductionist because one-sided. If connec-
tions are the main object of historiographical inquiry, modern science
looks no more as ‘the spread of Western science, achieved by means of an
often violent imposition of “rationality” on cultures originally endowed
with “another reason™ (1999: 341)."" This methodological strategy allows
‘one to tell a story that seeks not to highlight the non-Western origins

"' Prakash (1999) has investigated the penetration of colonialism in India through colonial medi-
cine. His interpretative approach is constructed upon the irreconcilability of Western conceptions
of body and illness with traditional Indian understandings of cure.
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of modern science but to offer a grounded global history that links the
large-scale processes and the fine-grained observations of everyday life,
echoing the global ethnographic method proposed by Michael Burawoy’
(Raj 2013: 346).

Raj appeals to the global orientation to which Burawoy aspires for
sociology; but he avoids a direct engagement with the issue of the prob-
lematic relation between concepts and narratives that Burawoy (2005a,
b, ¢) poses in the same argumentative context. I share Burawoy’s view that
there is no possibility of separating the explanatory dimension of histori-
cal and sociological inquiry from its normative dimension. What Abbot
(1991, 2004) and Abrams (1980) agree on denoting in terms of the rela-
tion between eventuation and causation. If the task of asking ‘why’ mod-
ern science emerged the way it did, the heuristic value of narrating the
circulation of knowledge by taking into consideration the colonial power
differentials results diminished. It is true that these asymmetries of power
are manifest in the day-to-day business of cultural encounter, particularly
within those dense social knots like contact zones. And these hierarchies
are interstitial and flexible in concrete situations of interactions within
extended networks. Nonetheless, they are not entirely dependent on the
capacity of the historical actors to mobilize them towards selected aims.
Those asymmetries are part of wider ideological structures.

Fa-ti Fan makes this point in his history of British naturalists in China.
Fan registers the shifting attitudes of the British towards Chinese inter-
locutors as a response to the shifting balance of power between China
and Europe in favor of British imperialism after the Opium Wars. The
denigration of non-Western forms of knowledge about nature changed in
emphasis as the defeat of Chinese power materialized. And the repercus-
sions of these changes were evident either at the ideological level or in
the cultural sphere, and in the specific contexts where the microphysics
of power operated. What modernity means, its space-time coordinates,
the horizons of sense it conveys, and the limits it imposes upon the pos-
sibility of questioning the changing forms of ethnocentrism it endorses
pertains to these wide configurations of power.

The problem of engaging directly with the notion of modernity, with-
out leaving it on the background of narrative remains an impasse. Kapil
Raj’s connected history of science is exemplificative of this impasse, which
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is more conceptual than narrative. Following Raj, the construction of
what we use to refer to modern science cannot be located in Europe,
given the cross-cultural formation of ideas, practices and knowledge.
Nonetheless, modernity remains the frame wherein these processes
should be addressed, even though what ‘modernity’ signifies is a deriva-
tive aspect of the stories reconstructed. The emphasis on connections is
related to a deflactionary definition of modernity.

One Copernicus Less

The trope of the epochal transition from medieval scientia to modern
science is represented by the so-called Copernican Revolution. To what
extent this revolution was a Western adventure into the secrets of the
cosmos is a major site of contention for the critique of Eurocentrism.
George Saliba has provided a thick historiographical account of the long-
term processes of Islamic scientific discovery that preceded Copernicus’
formulation centuries before the European Renaissance. Saliba shows
that there is a consolidated path that connects several astronomical helio-
centric traditions in pre-modern Middle East with India and China, and
that once this path is explored, the attribution of the paternity of helio-
centrism to Copernicus is misleading, and justifiable only against the
grain of the enduring Eurocentric biases that contemporary historiog-
raphy still reproduces. Beyond the historiographical question described
by Arun Bala as the alternative between a narrow, Eurocentric view
of the Copernican Revolution and a global, wider view to include the
contributions of other non-Western scientific cultures, the Copernican
Revolution epitomizes the diatribe around the possibility of displacing
Europe from the center of the historical account of the emergence of
modern science and possibilities that this displacement produces. On
the one hand, Eurocentrism can be replaced by another, differently con-
structed and legitimized ethnocentrism; on the other hand, it is viable to
explore the possibility that an alternative ethno-story is not the solution
to the dilemma. When the relation between narratives and master narra-
tives is tackled, the visual angle changes. The lemma ethnocentrism can
be problematized not in terms of which ethno-story is more legitimate
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than others, as if relations of power that buttress these alternative con-
structions would be insignificant. Rather to focus on the contestation of
the plausibility of any ‘-centrisms’, to express the making of the global
dimension of science and the pluralities of the forms of knowledge that
can legitimately claim to be other sciences. The ‘center’ in question is
not geohistorical or cultural. It does not pertain to a geometrical space
overlapping with the cartography of the world. Rather, it is an episte-
mological center: modernity. Therefore, rather than taking the frame of
modernity for granted, or automatically inscribing the processes to be
analyzed within its boundaries, the spaces of irreducibility between those
processes and the frame of modernity itself can be investigated. Rather
than accommodating narratives and theories to fit the flexible and elusive
coordinates of modernity, critical thinking could benefit from taking the
opposite direction. Along this path, the heuristic interrogative that drives
research is an interrogation of the limits that the acceptance of the frame
of modernity, however contested, imposes upon contemporary theoreti-
cal imagination and historiographical thinking. The following chapter is
dedicated to the theoretical consequences of this reversed historiographi-
cal and methodological interrogative.
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3

Modernity and Eurocentrism

Modernity continues to dominate the intellectual scene across disciplines
and structures of knowledge production, as well as appearing to be the
uncontested anthropological horizon for the majority of people within
and outside the West. However, modernity is under scrutiny, its theo-
retical foundations radically contested and its spatiotemporal boundar-
ies questioned (Adams et al. 2005; Bhambra 2007a; Chakrabarty 2008;
Dirlik 2012; Fischer 2004; Quijano 2007). This contestation is even
more emphasized when motivated by the thereotical, political and his-
toriographical critique to Eurocentrism. The parochialism of European
ethnocentrism and of its universalistic pretensions appears irreversibly
exposed. Therefore, the legitimacy of the colonial relations of power
hidden beneath the way long-term and large-scale processes of social
change are conceived within the frame of modernity are under attack.
Nonetheless, tales of renewed European centrality, exceptionality and

Part of this chapter has been previously published as Ascione, Gennaro (2014) ‘Unthinking
Modernity: Historical-Sociological, Epistemological and Logical Pathways' Journal of Historical
Sociology 2714, pp. 463-90.
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superiority are far from being dismissed. Any theoretical standpoint
within the theoretical framework of modernity has little chance of avoid-
ing the question of what stance it takes on Eurocentrism. What is at stake
is the relation that alternative narratives and understandings of modernity,
implicitly or explicitly, convey between norm and explanation, according
to Burawoy’s proposal (Burawoy 2005a, b); thought and desire, in a pre-
vious Wallerstein’s formulation (Wallerstein 1999b); and formal ratio-
nality and material rationality, according to Weber’s classical split. The
relation between norm and explanation within the frame of modernity
can be understood in terms of a generative conceptual tension. This ten-
sion designs a space of theorization whose landmarks are, on the one
hand, the awareness that available sociological categories fail to produce
non-Eurocentric knowledge about the world, and, on the other hand,
the normative attitude to investigating the limitations of these categories
in moving social theory beyond Eurocentrism inherited by nineteenth-
century paradigms (Wallerstein 2001). Within this space, many critics
have detected Eurocentrism surviving by means of perpetual shifts of
meaning. A sense of impasse crops up on the surface of non-Eurocentric
scholarly debates in the face of the recognition of the ever-changing self-
transformative resemblances Eurocentrism morphs into in response to
the growing level of sophistication and thoughtfulness of the effective
heuristic devices deployed in criticizing it (Amin 2009; Bhambra 2007b;
Chakrabarty 2011; Dirlik 2007; Huggan 2001).

John M. Hobson dreads a quite plausible scenario when he envisions
that a surreptitious mutation of Eurocentrism is emerging as a reaction
to the relative consolidation of a relational, dialogical perspective on the
global history of modernity.

I believe that we are on the cusp of a new neo-Eurocentric paradigm which
poses a fresh challenge to global dialogism. In essence, the new challenge is
of a picture of Europe that is no longer the master of invention and the
creator of everything. Rather, the picture that is emerging is one of a
Europe that is superior and exceptional precisely because of its ability to
imitate and borrow from others before subsequently adapting these to
higher ends. This in turn means that the target of non-Eurocentrism is now
morphing. (Hobson 2012a: 22)
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Whether or not this latest metamorphosis of Eurocentrism is the latest,
a feeling of frustration leaks out. A feeling anyone familiar with biologi-
cal knowledge of the power of mutation of certain viruses, or plants and
animal fungal diseases, is used to living with. A sort of rational response
to the awareness of how obscure the boundary between the morphing
ability of the infecting organism and the augmented capacity of the
observer to unearth the secrets of the former’s survival strategies can
be. The argument I make in what follows is that any attempt to over-
come Eurocentrism within the logical, epistemological and historical-
sociological frame of modernity is unable to ward off the recurrent
palingenesis of Eurocentrism. This palingenesis can be conceptualized
in terms of an isomorphism-generative capacity. The inability to over-
come Eurocentrism within the frame of modernity is due to a fundamen-
tal underestimation of the morphogenetic relation between modernity
and historical-social sciences. This morphogenetic relation allows either
Eurocentrism to thrive by means of successive theoretical and seman-
tic slippages, or modernity to act as an autopoietic, self-perpetuating
conceptual frame. The combined effect of these intertwined logics is to
neutralize critical attempts to overcome Eurocentric explanantes for the
explananda of modernity. In support of this thesis, I draw on evidence
from historiographical debates about East—West relations regarding mod-
ern science, and transpose the dilemmas explored in Chap. 2 onto the
level of sociological conceptualization.

The Palingenesis of Eurocentrism

Several intellectual efforts have addressed the problem of making
modernity a more egalitarian historical and conceptual space. An
effective strategy consists in displacing the alleged European central-
ity in order to let under-recognized, marginalized, or silenced thoughts
and experiences occupy, deform and transform both modernity as a
spatial-temporal framework, and as a framework (Magubane 2005).
Colonialism, the hidden agenda of modernity, has been effectively
inscribed in the narration of the genesis of the modern world, to the
point that coloniality has been acknowledged as constitutive of modernity
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itself (Toulmin 1990; Mignolo 2003). A different line of critical thinking
has opted for the strategy of thinking ‘without modernity’” (Dietze 2008).
As Go (2012) has argued, the latter procedure of terminological erasure,
however practicable, has proved rather sterile. If, as Abrams (quoted in
Adams et al. 2005: 10) suggests, ‘Sociology must be concerned with
eventuation because this is how structuring happens, and history must
be theoretical, because that is how structuring is apprehended’, then the
challenge of overcoming the limits of Eurocentric paradigms in social
theory can be imagined as the attempt to construct non-Eurocentric cat-
egories of historical-sociological inquiry out of non-Eurocentric counter-
narratives of modernity. This is Bhambra’s connected sociology option.
Here, ‘connected histories and connected sociologies, together with a
recognition of international interconnectedness, allow for the decon-
struction of dominant narratives, and, at the same time as it opens social
theory to different stories’ (Bhambra 2014). ‘Connected sociologies seek
to reconcile them systematically both in terms of the reconstruction of
theoretical categories and in the incorporation of new data and evidence’
(Bhambra 2011: 140). Drawing on Subrahmanyam’s connected histories
(1997, 2005, 2011), Bhambra argues for the sociological relevance of
those counter-histories of modernity that are relatively more indepen-
dent of what used to be understood as the center of the modern world,
that is, Europe.

Bhambra’s concern is based on a radical detour into the analysis of
different typologies of critiques of Eurocentrism that Wallerstein (1997)
elaborated. Anti-Eurocentric ‘avatars’ of Eurocentrism, according to
Wallerstein, end up merely reshaping European centrality without dis-
placing it. Bhambra maintains that ‘in failing to contest the historical
adequacy of the concept of “Europe” and what it was assumed to have
done, Wallerstein limits his analysis simply to a question of signifi-
cance’ (Bhambra 2007a: 4). Bhambra proposes a different definition of
Eurocentrism. A definition that further clarifies what Samir Amin had
enunciated in his seminal work on Eurocentrism. For Amin

Eurocentrism is not a social theory that claims to provide the ultimate
explanatory key for the issues of social science, thanks to its overall coher-
ence and its totalizing aspiration. Eurocentrism is nothing but a deforma-
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tion, fundamental and systematic, that the majority of ruling ideologies
and social theories share. In other words, Eurocentrism is a paradigm that,
as well as all paradigms, works automatically, within the vagueness of its
apparent evidence and common sense. For this reason it appears according
to different modes, either in vulgar expressions spread by means of mass
media, or in erudite assertions of practitioners of the different fields of
knowledge. (Amin 1989: 9)

Whereas Bhambra specifies that:

Eurocentrism is the belief, implicit or otherwise, in the world historical
significance of events believed to have developed endogenously within the
cultural-geographical sphere of Europe. In contesting Eurocentrism, I con-
test the ‘fact’ of the ‘specialness of Europe’—both in terms of its culture
and its events; the ‘fact’ of the autonomous development of events, con-
cepts, and paradigms; and, ultimately, the ‘fact’ of Europe itself as a coher-
ent, bounded entity giving form to the above. (Bhambra 2007a: 5)

By denying either European uniqueness, or its endogenous path of
development, or ‘ultimately’ its historical presence as a matter of ‘fact’,
Bhambra systematizes several versions of anti-Eurocentric critiques whose
overall impact has been to graft anti-essentialism and relationalism into
the living tissue of the debate on modernity.

A closer look at the internal coherence of Bhambras definition of
Eurocentrism, which inaugurates the scientific program of Rethinking
Modernity (Bhambra 2007a), discloses the radical theoretical landscape
that Bhambra draws. A casual glance at her formulation would leave
untouched the intuitive association between Europe and Eurocentrism,
evoking a logical continuity between Europe as presumed geohistori-
cal center of Eurocentrism as a paradigm and, conversely, Eurocentrism
as epistemological architecture articulating the centrality of Europe in
modernity. Yet, a phenomenological discrepancy remains when one
realizes that in Bhambra’s definition of Eurocentrism, the terms of the
relation between the presumed center and that paradigm that buttresses
the alleged centrality, are, in fact, interpolated. It is not Europe that is
the basic essence of tales of its own centrality; rather, it is Eurocentrism,
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as a set of assumptions, that gives form to Europe fictitious imma-
nence. Europe does not possess any kind of historical factual existence.
Nonetheless, Eurocentrism does exist as the paradigm that generates
historical-sociological significance, despite and paradoxically because of
‘Europe’s fictional status. Tales of European centrality enjoy an existence
that is separate from the existence of the hyperreal point of reference they
automatically create in history every single time these tales intrinsically
interpellate ‘Europe’ by means of semantic procedures of historiographi-
cal construction.

Let’s return to Bhambra’s argument. It conveys a twofold critique. First,
the critique of the chameleonic shapes that Eurocentrism has assumed
from modernization theories to multiple modernities. Second, the decon-
struction of Europe as historical entity, by means of the dismantling of
the myths that provide Europe with its presumed cultural integrity: the
Renaissance, the Nation-State and the Industrial Revolution (Bhambra
2007a: 83-123). In this context, Bhambra makes a powerful argument to
show how the paradigm of multiple modernities articulates in space what
the hegemony of modernization theories articulate in time. Multiple
modernities is widely accepted as the most comprehensive framework to
cope with the challenges to Eurocentric modernity born as a consequence
of pressures to recognize non-European historical experience on a global
scale as alternatively modern. In this context, the concept of civilization
conflates either institutional assets (the free market, the nation-state,
bureaucracy, and modern science) or culture. Yet, while the birth of mod-
ern institutions is located in sixteenth-century Europe, culture would be
the historical space where distinctive forms of non-European societies
find legitimate expression. “Thus [Bhambra underlines] it is believed to
be the conjunction between the institutional patterns of Western civili-
zational complex with the different cultural codes of other societies that
creates various distinct modernities’ (Bhambra 2007a: 66). According to
this logic, hybridization as a process would be the historical locus where
the solidity of the construct ‘Europe’, which had been iconic in earlier
versions of modernization theories, sublimates into a more evanescent
European civilizational specificity. The specificity of Europe as a civili-
zational path would allow for equally legitimate non-European paths
to modernity. Nonetheless, despite whatever apparent overcoming of
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Eurocentrism the majority of sociologists accords to different nuanced
versions of multiple modernities, Bhambra submits that these ‘are [but]
variations on a theme where the theme is always the necessary priority
of Europe, or the West, in any understanding of the world’ (Bhambra
2007a: 145). Eisenstadt and Schluchter (Eisenstadt et al. 2001) are
complicit with Eurocentrism to the extent their attempts to overcome
it paradoxically end up endowing it with a renewed significance: this
significance shifts from the primacy of European culture to the superior
and primigenial specificity of European institutional patterns. The usual
‘first-in-Europe’ schema resurfaces.

Eisenstadt argues that the first radical transformation of ‘modernity’,
based on the institutional innovation Europeans made, took place ‘with
the expansion of modernity in the Americas’ (Eisenstadt 2000: 13).
Eisenstadt (2000: 23) argues that the ‘discovery’” of the Americas ‘is the
first instance of a multiple modernity ... Multiple modernities are, thus,
seen to emerge from the encounters between Western modernity and the
cultural traditions and historical experiences of other societies: a conjunc-
tion whose first occurrence was in Europe itself.” Bhambra contests that
this avowedly non-Eurocentric point of view from the West is effective in
establishing the West as both the origin of modernity and as the origin of
multiple modernities (Bhambra 2007a: 67).

What are the upshots of Bhambra’s position? If you agree to consider
these successive ‘variations on the theme’ not from the perspective of who
produces them but from the paradigmatic logic of European centrality
that they are consistent with, we can reword variations as pertaining to
Eurocentrism palingenesis.

Bhambra consistently substantiates her theoretical vantage point on
the basis of extensive historiographical scholarship engaged in question-
ing myths of European cultural integrity. In this sense, even culture, the
residual sphere of immanence where the idea of the European endogenous
civilizational specificity has been tentatively secured by multiple moder-
nities theorists, comes to be disclosed, demystified and subordinate to the
interconnectedness of long-term and large-scale processes of exchange
among entangled geohistorical locations. What this non-Eurocentric his-
toriography shares, whether devoted to conjunctional explanations or to
civilizational explanations, is the claim that the emerging phenomena
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that these three connected historiographical myths (mis)represent are
all by-products of complex global dialogical connections whose original
morphogenesis no hyperreal construction named ‘Europe’ is legitimately
allowed to boast about and attribute to its people’s inner genius.

We have seen in Chap. 2 that, in evaluating the relevance of global
dialogical history, John Hobson has brought to the forefront of historical-
sociological debate what he considers an ongoing crystallization of a neo-
Eurocentric paradigm. This crystallization of a new form of Eurocentrism
exposes some inherent limits of global dialogism’s theoretical assumptions.

The old markers of Eurocentric world history—the European logics of
‘immanence’ and ‘inventive exceptionalism’—are in the process of being
replaced with the neo-Eurocentric markers of the West: the logics of ‘emer-
gence’ and ‘adaptive/imitative exceptionalisty’. In turn, this leads to a new
picture which potentially outflanks the non-Eurocentric dialogical critique
of Eurocentrism. Indeed, if one probes further the implications are pro-
found. For it brings into question much of the critique of Eurocentrism.
(Hobson 2012b: 24)

If you shared Hobson’s intuition, we could agree that Eurocentrism
implies tales of superiority centered on the unique capacity of Europeans
to actively appropriate non-European ideas and inventions. Once again,
the palingenesis of Eurocentrism would then be producing ‘fresh chal-
lenges’ to non-Eurocentric world history. What would these challenges
consist in? Hobson notes that ‘at the extreme, the insights of dialogism
could even be used to enhance the neo-Eurocentric approach, since
what matters is not the number of Eastern inventions that have been
borrowed but the point that Europe was able to work with them and
assimilate them to higher ends’ (Hobson 2012b: 19). Hobson warns
against anyone among non-Eurocentric thinkers who might mechani-
cally reply ‘that this commitment to Western exceptionalism still betrays
an unacceptable bias that underpins neo-Eurocentrism. And given this,
non-Eurocentrics might rest a little easier, and continue their search for
arguments which seek to deconstruct this myth and replace this meta-
hierarchy with a more democratic conception wherein East and West
are placed on a similar inventive or creative footing’ (Hobson 2012b:
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21). Interestingly, Hobson does not yield to the temptation to restate
that the connected/relational nature of global processes would eventu-
ally be self-accomplishing regarding the task of avoiding Eurocentrism.
Why? The successive semantic and theoretical slippages of Eurocentrism
that Hobson and Bhambra detect do not operate only at the historical-
sociological level. They do not merely imply homologous changes in the
attribution of relevance of certain characteristic to the West, or to the
East, or to both, in terms of a relationally constructed Eurasiatic moder-
nity (Goody 2004a, Dirlik 2007, 2009, 2011). From the blatant tri-
umphalism of European supremacy, to the exceptionalism of Western
institutions, to the myth of the inventiveness of European cultural and
scientific genius, Eurocentrism palingenesis designates a trajectory from
lower to higher levels of abstraction. Eurocentrism palingenesis involves
also a process of conceptual hypostatization that assumes each one of the
discrete anti-Eurocentric argumentations produced along the debate over
Eurocentrism as transient foundational underpinnings, to build other
layers of European narratives of exceptionalism.

For this reason, in my interpretation, when Hobson tries to escape
this hunting hypostatizing spiral, he finds relief in reframing historical-
sociological issues into epistemological issues. This heuristic strategy can
be conceptualized as a shift from the contestation of how’ modernity took
the form it took, to the construction of the theoretical problem of ‘why’
it did it that way. The why is the threshold of the bastion of Eurocentrism
on whose door is written ‘%o admittance except on explanation’.

Non-Eurocentric dialogism is being outflanked by virtue of the fact that
neo-Eurocentrism can offer an explanation of the rise of the West that is
currently missing within the non-Eurocentric global dialogical approach.
... This means that non-Eurocentrism can offer an account of European
adaptiveness. But, as I shall now explain, non-Eurocentrism is lacking for
the most part a theory and explanation of European adaptiveness; a lacuna
that strikes a hole in the body of this literature. (Hobson 2012b: 25)

How do connected histories/sociologies approaches answer these ques-
tions? Does global dialogism theoretically overlap Bhambra’s connected
histories/connected sociology approach? Not enough to eclipse some of
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the most distinctive insights connected histories/sociologies promote.
Bhambra does not address most of the energy of her approach toward
the construction of a more comprehensive, non-Eurocentric grand nar-
rative of the world history of modernity. Her approach shares postcolo-
nial skepticism of any master narrative even though it explicitly avoids
many of the argumentative traps of radical relativism. Connected sociolo-
gies stands as an innovative open-ended frame to reconstruct sociological
imagination, where continuous displacements of space-time coordinates
potentially enable the emergence of categories for historical-sociological
inquiry whose plausibility is not necessarily bound to the standards of
validity its Eurocentric predecessors used to ground their epistemological
legitimation. The focus is not explaining the ‘rise of the West’; rather the
dissolution of the historical ‘fact’ of Europe as geocultural entity. Bhambra
leaves the issue of why in the background, remaining focused on the how
of modernity.

Yet, this agnostic position is not ‘neutral’ against the grain of the norm-
and-explanation tension designed by the presence of Eurocentrism within
the framework of modernity.

What do I mean? It is legitimate to preserve any spatiotemporal con-
nection allowing for a non-Europe-centered history and argue for the
validity of this account, but then two orders of problems arise when
working on concept formation. First, if one stands on the threshold of
equivalence accorded to each set of categories emerging from each single
counter-history, there will be no scalable conceptual heuristic device,
because each set of categories will be valid only in the historical-logical
apparatus of its emergence. This means their adequacy and significance
would be inherently bound to the particularistic context of its genesis.
Second, if one produces a single set of sociological categories aiming to
grasp the complexity of all the counter-histories it is possible to write
without having Europe as their center, but with no center at all, the situ-
ation would emerge where a ‘non-centered’ historiography normatively
established would actually become like moving around the black hole of
the imploded Europe as a hyperreal construction. Thus, even the prolific
exercise of excluding Europe or any other center would not go beyond
an over-subsumption of distinct historical forms under a set of concepts
whose continuities are mainly given in negative terms as ‘non-European’.
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Somewhat similar to Edgar Allan Poe’s famous “The Purloined letter’. The
latter scenario is a cul-de-sac. The former, instead, remains fascinating as
long as it critically brings out the issue of the relation between particular-
ism and universalism in historical-social sciences. Nonetheless, this non-
Eurocentric connected histories scenario appears to underrate the urge
to consider that existing alternative chronosophies and master narratives
already compete within the frame of modernity.! To be sure, Bhambra
wisely clarifies that

While anything could be possible, only some things are permissible. [In
addition] it is this aspect of permissibility, or plausibility, that guards
against the lapse into relativism. Under the earlier philosophy of science,
history is judged solely in terms of its accuracy (correspondence)—where
accuracy relates to endeavors attempting to ascertain how things ‘really
were in the past—I argue, however, that such claims to accurate represen-
tation only arise in relation to collective standards of adequacy negotiated
in a contested present. (Bhambra 2007a: 148)

Inasmuch as this contested present cannot be assumed in an allusive
manner, it is a constitutive part of the problem. The contested present
deserves a conceptualization in terms of a contested historical context of
power relations, where the standards of legitimation as well as the proce-
dures of validation of knowledge are responses to historically determined
normative-explanatory tensions. This does not mean that only those geo-
historical locations relatively ascending in contemporary hierarchies of
power at the world scale, and the counter-histories of modernity that
support, justify and naturalize this rise deserve attention. Not at all. As
long as new hierarchies seem to arise, the unstable nature of their tran-
sitional adequacy leaves room for the creation of alternative views and
theoretical practices. It is even more necessary to work in the direction
of enhancing the intellectual and political biodiversity of historical evi-
dences and sociological perspectives, to the extent this process contributes
to counter-hegemonic discourses. Nonetheless, and for this same reason,
we should not underrate the fact that new emerging hierarchies behave as

""The concept of ‘chronosophy’ attains to Pomian’s notion of long-term ideological structures pro-
ducing a specific order of relation between remote past, present and remote future (Pomian 1984).
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gravitational poles also for existing theories, in the sense that even those
theories that do not intend to side with one or another of these ascending
counter-histories that aspire to become hegemonic master narratives can
endorse, or be appropriated by, universalistic non-European ethnocentric
ideologies.

In order to expose what can be the unwanted, unexpected convergen-
ces between theories within the conceptual space of modernity, let me
take as an example Decolonial Studies research.? This choice is motivated
by the relative theoretical consolidation and crystallization of this per-
spective from the second half of the 1990s onwards. In extreme synthesis,
Decolonial Studies reasserts the role of Latin America as constitutive of
the modern world. The ‘decolonial’ option advocates that the conquest
and colonization of Latin America by Europeans has been the incipit of
modernity. Not simply because of the enlargement of the Euro-Asiatic
system of long-distance trade. Rather, because of the complex system that
created a European/Western identity forged in Latin America through
the colonial encounter. A form of thought named Occidentalism, which
predating Said’s Orientalism. Renaissance and the Cartesian ego cogito
were grounded, in fact, in a colonial ego conguero (Dussel 2002: 223).

The genesis of modernity/coloniality would coincide with the com-
ing into existence of a system of relations connecting Europe with the
Americas. The normative move to include subjugated geohistorical loca-
tions and subjectivities into the big picture of a renewed enlarged global
modernity appears to be accomplished to the extent that is problematic
to keep hiding the colonial agenda of modernity (Mignolo 2000). Yet,
what does this imply in terms of narratives of modernity at large? The
centrality of Latin America is coextensive with the centrality of Europe
in the global space. This means that modernity did not emanate from
the center (read Europe) to its peripheries. And this view stands out as
an explicit critique of diffusionism in world history. Sixteenth-century
Europe, it is maintained, was part and parcel of a wider Euro-Asiatic sys-

2Decolonial Studies as an analytic perspective emerged during the first half of the 1990s as an
attempt to respond to the challenges of postcolonial studies in Latin American studies. For an intel-
lectual history on the subject, see Latin American Subaltern Studies Group 1993. For a comprehen-
sive and articulated discussion on the whole perspective, see also Escobar and Mignolo 2013.
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tem, connected mainly by long-distance ties of material and intellectual
exchanges. The core logic of this system of exchange consisted in plunder-
ing gold and silver from the Americas, which were used by Europeans to
buy luxury goods produced in China. In accordance with Andre Gunder
Frank’s (1998) thesis of Re-Orient, China and not Europe was the center
of the modern world (Gills and Frank 1992). It follows that this critique
of Eurocentrism from Latin America is complementary to Sinocentrism,
as articulated by Frank.

Does the strategy of displacing Europe with China at the center of
world history provide an explanation for the ‘rise of the West’? Does
it enable any epistemological overcoming of Eurocentrism within the
historical space of modernity? As Wallerstein put it in his single com-
bat with Frank about Re-Orient, even such Sinocentric narrative, in its
turn, ‘seems unable to make European wealth, military strength, and
imperial dominance of the world entirely disappear, at least between
1800 and 1950. But since there is no plausible explanation, it becomes
a truly miraculous happening’ (Wallerstein 1999a: 357). The question
arises: to what extent does a Sinocentric narrative of modernity differ
theoretically from the Orientalism, essentialism and diffusionism that
the Eurocentric master narrative of modernity reproduces? This question
becomes more pressing when carefully reflecting, for instance, on the
role that, paradoxically as well as expectably, modernization theories are
playing nowadays in the self-centered narrative of the success of China in
the world economy (Dirlik 2011, 2012). Huaiyin Li (2013) has caught
this paradigmatic shift in Chinese historiography and social theory since
the 1980s. This shift has produced a large-spectrum revisionist move that
openly exhumes modernization theories that were at their climax dur-
ing the 1950s and 1960s in the USA. (Li 2013: 206-7). This shift has
been anticipated by a previous process of resignification of modernization
theories into the Marxist logical-grammatical system of meanings, as ana-
lyzed by Ma Xueping (2005). A kind of reverse Orientalism that displaces
in time and space the effects of the critiques of developmentalism and
Eurocentrism, and eventually neutralizes it, floods into a triumphalist
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narrative of Chinese exceptionalism, which mirrors the historiographical
myth of the European miracle (Callahan 2013; Zhang 2013).°

What are the partial conclusions one can draw from these strategic
mobilizations of theories and horizons of sense? If, as Hobson suggests,
in order to cope with an epistemological deficiency we accord priority to
the why over the how of modernity, then we cannot avoid framing world
history as a scene played by geohistorical, civilizational entities endowed
with some sort of historical existence. In so doing, we would consider,
as a morphogenetic question, the problem of explaining why one among
these geohistorical locations ‘rose” at a certain moment in history and
ascended to world dominance, even though anyone is free to disagree
about who/what was central, how long this domain lasted, upon which
subjects, and by means of what devices. In synthesis, we would engage
in the emergence of a different, plausible, variably adequate master nar-
rative, differently ethno-centered. Whereas, on the other hand, we give
priority to the how of modernity, as Bhambra proposes, and we aspire to
build non-Eurocentric categories without explaining the why of moder-
nity, we would abstain from explaining why at a certain moment in his-
tory Europeans gained wealth, military strength, cultural hegemony and
imperial dominance over the world, or a large part of it. In this case,
paradoxically, the pressure to reassess colonialism at the heart of world
history would result in hesitation at the question of why colonialism, and
thus coextensively modernity, emerged. As a consequence, even if we rec-
ognized that colonialism as a process, legitimated through Eurocentrism
as palingenetic paradigm, is not an exclusively Western hallmark of
world history, and admitted it can be acted by, or constructed around,
other potential ‘(ethno)-centric’, essentialist, orientalist universalisms, we
would still fall short in sociologically conceptualizing the historical struc-
turation of the processes of hierarchies production and narrative legiti-
mation on a global level.

Notwithstanding Europe does not exist as a historical ‘fact’, its specter
still haunts the world: the specter of Eurocentrism.

3William A. Callahan (2013) offers an interesting overview of recent scholarly and popular litera-
ture about China produced by both Chinese and non-Chinese authors that, taken as a whole,
appears to promote from many angles the idea of so-called Chinese exceptionalism. See also Feng
(2013).
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Modernity-Eurocentrism:
An Indissoluble Nexus?

Once agreed upon a definition of Eurocentrism as a paradigm operat-
ing at a level of abstraction intertwined with, but not exhausted by, the
historical-sociological dimension, it becomes evident that it will not be
from a permutational logic replacing a center with another center of
modernity that a new criterion of relevance will emerge to construct non-
Eurocentric categories of knowledge production. A fortiori, in case you
consider that what Hobson detects as neo-Eurocentric arguments actually
do mirror core logics of historical-sociological explanation in the context
of Sinocentric narratives of global modernity. For Karl Popper, the dis-
tinctive feature of Western civilization was precisely its capacity to offer
a flexible structure of knowledge able to confront, adapt to and actively
reformulate frameworks of knowledge production pertaining to other
civilizations (Popper 1994: 33—64). The Italian historian Carlo Cipolla
insisted that ‘when Europe absorbed new ideas from outside, it did not
do so in a purely passive and imitative manner, but often adapted them
to local conditions or to new uses with distinct elements of originality’
(Cipolla 1976: 180, quoted in Hobson 2012b: 25). Ricardo Duchesne
echoes this account of modern science. He affirms that ‘a distinctive trait
shown by Europeans was precisely their willingness to imitate inventions
made by foreigners, in contrast to the Chinese who ceased to be as inven-
tive after the Sung era, and showed little enthusiasm for outside ideas and
inventions’ (Duchesne 2006: 76, quoted in Hobson 2012b: 18).

Even among the most Eurocentric China specialists, very few would
nowadays subscribe to Duchesne’s description of the development of sci-
ences in China. As Kim (2004) has precisely analyzed, theses of immo-
bilism, ‘laziness’ and disinterest have been confuted by multiple evidence
leaving little room for such a straightforward differentiation between
Western and Eastern attitudes towards natural knowledge. However, this
logic gathers much more consensus when formulated in a more sophisti-
cated version. This sophisticated version renounces the explanantes derived
from civilizational analysis, and endorses a more nuanced relational con-
struction of the differences between China and Europe. This argument is
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implemented to explain the Great Divergence through the prism of mod-
ern science, via a specific combination of conjunctional and civilizational
elements. According to David Landes’s canonical formulation,

The mystery lies in China’s failure to realize its potential. One generally
assumes that knowledge and know-how are cumulative; surely a superior
technique, once known, will replace older methods. But Chinese industrial
history offers examples of technological oblivion and regression. We saw
that horology went backward. Similarly, the machine to spin hemp was
never adapted to the manufacture of cotton, and cotton spinning was never
mechanized. And coal/coke smelting was allowed to fall into disuse, along
with the iron industry as a whole. (Landes 1999: 55)

Twentieth-century Western historiography of modern science in China
has widely agreed that mid-term effects of the Rites Controversy created
determinant preconditions of the ‘great divergence’ in the development
of scientific attitudes characterizing the success of the West and the fail-
ure of the East. When the Jesuits lost their internal conflict within the
Catholic Church, the official doctrine of Rome changed. If the adaptive
attitude towards the possible translation of local Chinese customs into
Christianity that the Jesuits had adopted was the quintessential ideo-
logical meta-structure allowing for the possibility of the hybridization
of knowledge between Chinese and Jesuit scientia, the decision that this
Jesuit strategy was no longer tenable discredited the Jesuits’ presence at
the imperial court and among Chinese /iterati. Many members of the
Chinese cultivated elite lost interest in the applicative approach of Jesuit
scientia and reconsidered Jesuit mathematics as a form of knowledge
not strictly relevant to practical applications, primarily to astronomy.
According to Joseph Needham, within the frame of a wider ‘indigeniza-
tion’ of knowledge conducted during the first decades of the Qing dynasty
in the seventeenth century, /iterati turned to classical Chinese knowledge
in order to prove classics the primigenial source of all existing knowledge
(Elman 1984). In so doing, they precluded China from the possibility of
enhancing that complex matrix of relationships between the mathema-
tization of nature, pragmatic attitudes, experimentalism and applicative
technology that would boost Europe world dominance (see Needham

1956: 3306, 340).
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This well-established view has been strongly contested by many schol-
ars in recent decades. For Nathan Sivin, the reasons for this increasing
return to classicism are to be found in the processes of transition of politi-
cal power internal to Chinese institutions and society. ‘After the defeat of
Ming dynasty and the rise of Manchurian Ch’ing dynasty, the majority of
literati adopted a loyalist position towards defeated emperor, and decided
they would not have served a new non-Chinese dynasty. So they were
motivated to spend their lives studying and teaching new mathematics
and astronomy but in order to master the neglected techniques of their
own tradition’ (Sivin 2005: 19). Following this line, Elman reports that
narratives of the ‘Chinese origins’ of Western science had existed since
the very first years of the Jesuits’ arrival in China as a pragmatic response
to the Jesuit project of accommodation of Western knowledge into pre-
existing Chinese systems of natural knowledge, during the last decades of
the Ming era (1368-1644):

On the Chinese side the accommodation project provided an unforeseen
ally for the Chinese observation that if the Classics were indeed repositories
of ancient wisdom—Chinese and European—then all European learning,
including the mathematical and natural history fields of scientia, originated
in China and was later transmitted to the West. The Chinese could agree
with the Jesuits about cultural transmission in theory, but they were free to
change the direction of that transmission in practice and make themselves
central. (Elman 2005: 173-80)

Western science at large was not something new to the Chinese system
of knowledge production as a whole, not so much regarding its specific
contents, but rather in terms of approach to the problem of how man can
know nature. As Wang Hui systematized

The modern usage of science as a term meaning ‘process’ can be easily seen
in recent Chinese thinkers efforts to translate the word into concepts
belonging to Zhixue (study of principle), concepts like gezhi (investigation
and extension), gewu (to investigate things), and giongli zhi xue (study of
probing thoroughly the principle). The term gewu zhizhi (to investigate
things so as to extend knowledge) is a verb-object structure, reflecting a
dynamic subject-object relationship. In fact, gezhi as a noun consisting of
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two verbs [‘to investigate and to extend’] can be viewed as a gerund
[‘investigating-extending’] or a verbal noun. Compared with the later pop-
ular concept of ‘science’, gezhi lays particular stress on the process of the
subject’s cognition, observation, and experience. (Wang Hui 1995: 3)

Gezhi was part of a wider architecture of knowledge production. This
architecture, dating from much longer before the Jesuits arrival, had
already provided Chinese thinkers with a framework flexible enough
to accommodate various forms of knowledge they encountered during
maritime and terrestrial expeditions outside their territory. A frame-
work at work when receiving emissaries from other scientific cultures
and civilizations: what Elman names a consistent epistemological struc-
ture allowing for ‘collecting the collectors’ (Elman 2005: 34-53). From
a Sinocentric perspective, the same adaptive/inventive ability as well as
curiosity that would be the essential trait of Europeans that led to the
rise of the West within a Eurocentric explanatory paradigm, appears to
be a plausible hypothesis supporting a Sinocentric version of the world
history of modernity. Defining features such as essentialism, diffusion-
ism, Orientalism, inventiveness and adaptability are able to characterize
other ethnocentrisms apart from European ethnocentrism, and aspire to
impose their own parochial logic in terms of universalism. If one wants
to preserve the history of ideas as dialogical and to accord prevalence
to relationships over essentialized entities, it is necessary to admit the
possibility that there is an Eurocentric logic also underlying Sinocentric
constructions of modernity, and thus recognize that Eurocentrism is an
isomorphism-generative paradigm.

Nathan Sivin has framed the question of impasse in explanation of
modernity due to what I conceptualize in terms of isomorphism. He
maintains that this impasse consolidates its epistemological continuity
between East and West because of the fallacies of Eurocentric assump-
tions those explanations are based upon. His position can be articulated
as follows:

Why the scientific revolution did not take place in China is not a question
that historical research can answer. It becomes a useful question primarily
when one locates the fallacies that lead people to ask it. ... In fact we have
made very little progress so far in understanding how Europeans originally
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came to want that revolution in one country after another, since the atten-
tion of historians has been concentrated on how it took place.
Considered generally, this fallacy amounts to claiming that if an important
aspect of the European Scientific Revolution cannot be found in another
civilizations, the whole ensemble of fundamental changes could not have
happened there. The flaw of reasoning that underlies it is the arbitrary
assumption, never explicit, never discussed, that a given circumstance
amounts to a necessary condition. ... And these fallacies are disastrous
because they assure us there is no point in comprehending on their own
terms [my emphasis] the technical inquiries of non-Western cultures.
[Especially when accepting that] historical study does not suggest that
Europe by 1600 had a concentration of intelligence, imagination, talent, or
virtue that no other civilization could match. ... A scientific revolution, by
the criteria that historians of science use, did take place in China in the
eighteenth century. It did not, however, have the social consequences that
we assume a scientific revolution will have. ... In Europe, early modern
scientists claim authority over the physical world on the ground that purely
natural knowledge could not conflict with and therefore could not threaten
the authority of established religion’. (Sivin 2005: 1, 7, 11, 14)

For Sivin, assumptions about the sow of the ‘rise of the West’ (‘rise’ thought
of by Hobson in terms of ‘breakthrough’) structure heuristic questions
about the non-Western world. These assumptions transmute unresolved
fallacies inherent to Eurocentric explanations of the European ‘Scientific
Revolution’ into negative historiographical questions about China. In other
words, the vacuum opened up by Eurocentric explanations of why Europe
as historical entity underwent a certain unique, necessary path to moder-
nity, are projected as shadows onto the background of China as derivative
construct. These explanations are used to formulate hypotheses of the fail-
ure of China in achieving modernity. Questioning this Eurocentric logic
of epistemic structuration, according to Sivin, would mean at least accept-
ing that a Chinese Scientific Revolution occurred in the sixteenth century
but did not generate the same social consequences as it had in Europe at
the same time (Sivin 2005: 18). The question arises: what is it plausible to
answer to the compelling question posed by Hobson, when he asks:

Is it possible to produce a non-Eurocentric theoretical explanation of the
things that ‘Europe did right’, without falling back into the trap of
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Eurocentrism and neo-Eurocentrism? Put more specifically, we need to
know what the Europeans did right in order to put all the Eastern resource
portfolios together to eventually make the breakthrough on the one hand,
as well as answering why they sought to achieve all this on the other. And
simultaneously, we need to confront the other elephant in this (already
over-crowded) room, namely: why did the Easterners not press on into
modernity? (Hobson 2012b: 31)

Modernity-Eurocentrism:
An Indissoluble Nexus

If one subordinates the narrative of fow modernity emerged to the expla-
nation of why ‘the breakthrough’ took place, the when-and-where of the
modernity narrative cannot but be produced according to a Eurocentric
morphogenesis, since the very idea of breakthrough implies a conception of
‘what was right to do’ that cannot but be socially constructed in European
terms. If, otherwise, one tries to overcome Eurocentrism by questioning the
why—how structure of reasoning centered on ‘the breakthrough’, and con-
ceives ‘what was right to do’” by subordinating its construction as historical
object of analysis to a non-Eurocentric where-and-when (that is outside
the geohistorical and cultural sphere of Europe), then modernity as narra-
tive becomes unreasonably inconsistent with modernity as explananda. Is
then modernity separable from Eurocentrism? I think not. Unless we do
not assume this inconsistency as a heuristic split and think modernity as
narrative conceptually autonomous from modernity as epistemic frame,
in order not to throw the baby out with the bath water. I distrust this
option on the basis of a theoretical argument that implies an intellec-
tual disagreement: I am persuaded these two dimensions are inextricably
entangled and thus considering them separated conceals the invariance of
modernity as set of explananda, and thus Eurocentrism as latent structure
of explanans. Modernity as episteme and modernity as narration are not to
be considered separated because, as Bjorn Wittrock elucidates,

When we speak of modernity and of modern societies, we seem to mean
one of two things. First, we may speak as if we were giving an encompass-
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ing name to a whole epoch in world history, the modern age, as distinct
from, say, the medieval age or classical antiquity. Such a terminology makes
it legitimate to discuss questions as to when exactly the modern age may be
said to have come into existence, what its origins may have been, or, indeed,
if it has now come to an end. Second, we may speak as if we were actually
characterizing distinct phenomena and processes in a given society at a
given time. We may say that the technology used in some branch of indus-
try of a country is modern but that patterns of family life are not. It is then
an empirical question to determine to what extent different institutions
and phenomena of a country may be described as modern. (Wittrock
quoted in Harding 2008: 9)

Even though this definition correctly describes how modernity operates
on two analytic levels, it does not fully represent the inherent intertwined
nature of what it represents as ‘substantive-vs-temporal’. First, it neglects
the spatial dimensions inextricably connected to the time boundaries
of modernity. In so doing, terms such as ‘the medieval age’ or ‘classi-
cal antiquity’, against which modernity would represent an ontological
rupture and an evolutionary departure, are transformed into heuristic
totems. These totems are supposed to represent adequate explanations for
epochs experienced by non-Western society, even before the modern age
was in place: paradoxically, world history would then be the history of
how non-Western worlds are forcefully narrated through categories that
emerged within the West, even before the West itself emerged as histori-
cal reality or even hyperreal construction (Woodside 2006). Moreover,
this retroactivity would emerge against the grain of reciprocally foun-
dational categories such as ‘feudalism’ for epochs such as the Middle
Ages, whose conjectural epistemological condition, as Kathleen Davis
has proved, makes their definition as problematic as the definition of
modernity (Davis 2008). Second, the distinction between temporal and
substantive definitions of modernity implements the same anachronistic
logic, by falling into the Eurocentric trap of modernity that Bhambra has
brought to the forefront of sociological debate:

Notwithstanding attempts to distinguish between an historical under-
standing of modernity and a conceptual, or normative, one, it is my con-
tention that this is not possible. As Blumenberg argues, the modern age ‘is
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not present in advance of its self-interpretation, and while its self-
interpretation is not what propelled the emergence of the modern age, it is
something that the age has continually needed in order to give itself form’
(1983: 468). Our identification of ‘modern’ society rests on a conception
of what it means to be modern—whether the modern is understood in
terms of social structures or of discourses—and it is from the Western
experience that these definitions are drawn. In fact, this distinction between
structure and discourse [is] argued to be one of the main ways of maintain-
ing the dominant framing of modernity while seeming to challenge its less
palatable aspect of Eurocentrism. (Bhambra 2007a: 3)

It follows that, in order to consistently take on Bhambra’s criticism of the
discursive/practice split, it appears fruitful to take into account that this
split is pernicious. The problem should be reformulated as the problem
of constructing the border that separates modernity as epistemological
frame from modernity as a grand narrative, where what is a ‘modern
society” answers to how and why such substantive difference arose, while
the anachronism of 