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Intimations of modernity: time and space

This chapter is cast as a personal narrative. It unravels how I arrived 
at inklings and understandings of space and time –​ alongside those of 
disciplines and subjects, modernity and identity –​ that were explored in 
the Introduction and which lie at the core of this book. At stake are inti-
mations that are at once familiar and strange. For, born to anthropolo-
gist parents, I grew up in Sagar (central India), Delhi (old and new), 
and Shimla (northern India). My formative years were imbued with a 
lingering sense of how terrains (or times/​spaces) of the “vernacular” 
and the “cosmopolitan” ever overlapped yet only met each other in 
curious, quirky, and contradictory ways. A little later, seeking my voca-
tion in research and teaching, I was trained in history but drawn toward 
anthropology, especially as I cut my pre-​apprentice scholar’s teeth on 
the subaltern studies endeavor. (Indeed, I  initiate here an artisanal 
coming-of-age metaphor that shores up the narrative.)

Early encounters

As was noted in this book’s introduction, from the latter half of the 
1970s, critical departures were afoot in the history of the subcontinent. 
If reassessments of the pasts of Indian nationalism were often central 
to such endeavors, on offer equally were other convergences of sig-
nificance. Especially important were imaginative readings of histori-
cal materials: from conventional archival records, including reports of 
colonial administrators, to earlier ethnographies as sources of history; 
and from previously maligned vernacular registers of history to diverse 

 

 

 

 



Subjects of modernity30

30

subaltern expressions of the past. Such readings could problematize 
the very nature of the historical archive as well as initiate conversations 
with other orientations, including those of structural linguistics and 
critical theory.1 No less salient were incipient acknowledgments of the 
innately political character of history writing.

In this wider scenario, attending the history (honors) undergraduate 
program in St. Stephen’s College, several of my cohorts and I were insin-
uated in the intellectual excitement that surrounded the emergence of 
subaltern studies. Soon, pursuing a (taught) master’s in (modern) his-
tory, also at Delhi University, the debates and ferment of those times 
led to wider critical engagements with historiographical and theoreti-
cal currents then underway across the world. Here, even as subaltern 
studies powerfully pointed in newer historical directions, the endeavor 
also appeared as privileging the spectacular moments of the subalterns’ 
overt rebellions over these people’s more routine, everyday negotiations 
of power. This suggested, in turn, inadequate, abbreviated articulations 
of culture and consciousness, of religion and caste, within the project.

Unsurprisingly, seeking a research theme for the MPhil in history, also 
at Delhi University, I was interested in studying the conduct of resistance 
in a religious idiom. Specifically, I wished to rescue such negotiations and 
contestations of authority from their being subordinated –​ as insubstan-
tial, even epiphenomenal –​ to the underlying determinations of endlessly 
economic imperatives and/​or principally progressive politics, which 
abounded in the heroic histories of the time. Rather, at stake was the 
manner in which the institutions and imaginings of caste, the practices 
and processes of religion (in this case, Hinduism dominant and popular) 
could critically structure and shape the actions and expressions of sub-
ordinate communities. For a subject of study, I chanced upon a heretical 
and “untouchable” caste-​sect, the Satnamis of Chhattisgarh. The auspices 
of my parents proved important here, both having conducted, ages ago, 
at the time of Indian independence and soon thereafter, their doctoral 
research in this large linguistic and cultural region in central India.

Working toward a social history of the Satnamis for my MPhil dis-
sertation, in unsteady yet insistent ways, the potentialities and prob-
lems of subaltern studies concerning temporalities came to the fore. 
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On the one hand, the analyses within the endeavor located the actions 
and apprehensions of these groups as entirely contemporaneous, form-
atively coeval, with the time-​space of the British colony and the Indian 
nation. Thus, in his writings about the peasant insurgent in nineteenth-​
century India, especially through his criticism of the notion of the “pre-​
political,” Guha rendered this historical subject as completely coeval 
with and a co-​constituent of processes of politics under colonialism.2 
On the other hand, the sensibilities of a recuperative paternalism  –​ 
alongside the procedures of a somewhat salvage scholarly style –​ meant 
that within the project the meanings and motivations of these peoples 
appeared filtered through the master distinction between community 
and state. The subalterns equally inhabited a distinct prior/​a priori 
time, turning on an implicitly unchanging tradition, marked by a pas-
sive space, shaped by the dead hand of ruling culture. Thus, it was only 
when these subordinate groups claimed the “essence” of their initia-
tives in the shape of insurgency, an autonomous and truly emancipa-
tory expressive moment involving a “prescriptive reversal” aimed at the 
complete subversion and erasure of the insignia of subalternity, that 
they emerged as being within, actually at the cutting edge of, the tem-
poral stage of modern politics.3

Of course, I  did not experience or express matters in quite this 
manner, but the intimations of uncertainty haunted as something of a 
shadowy presence. Indeed, far from being disabling, the ambiguity was 
productive. A sign of the times, the tension was fruitful. Now, alongside 
other theoretical tendencies, I  critically engaged subaltern studies in 
order to build on their former sensibilities, which placed dispossessed 
protagonists as being formatively within history, while querying their 
later emphases that presented these subjects as, uncertainly, out of time.

Thus, seeking to understand Satnami articulations of the past, cen-
tered on their gurus/​preceptors, I found in the group’s myths a modal-
ity of historical consciousness which elaborated distinct conventions. 
Here were to be found renderings and procedures that accessed and 
exceeded, in their own way, Brahman kingly and popular devotional 
configurations, but also imperial and nationalist representations. Quite 
simply, Satnami conceptions of the past were entirely coeval with 
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modern historiography, even holding a mirror up to its conceits, rather 
than signaling yet another exotic exception, as dictated by the impera-
tives of a hierarchical but singular temporality.4 Similarly, focusing on 
colonial justice and village disputes in the Chhattisgarh region, what 
came to the fore were the contentious conversations, mutual imbrica-
tions, and formative face-​offs between modern law/​order and popular 
legalities/​illegalities. That is to say, far from the indolent opposition 
between folk-​disputing processes and Western adjudicatory rules, 
which temporally and spatially segregate these terrains, at stake were 
incessant entanglements between everyday norms, familiar desires, and 
alien pathologies.5

In hindsight, I  was exploring processes that braided time, space, 
and their enmeshments. However, at the time the concerns centered, 
for instance, on the absolute, even arithmetic, antinomy between the 
elite and the subaltern. Now, read through the filters of patricians and 
plebs in eighteenth-​century England or the contours of consciousness 
of African-​American slave subjects in the US South,6 this opposition 
within subaltern studies bracketed or short-​circuited the making of 
subalterns and elites  –​ indeed, of class, community, and gender  –​ as 
relational processes. Further, there seemed to be a vacillation here 
between, on the one hand, a privileging of elementary codes, or under-
lying structures, governing subaltern action/​insurgency and, on the 
other, a somewhat naive celebration of their ungoverned agency/​auton-
omy. Filtered through debates on the relationship between agency and 
structure, especially as expressed in the work of Philip Abram, Pierre 
Bourdieu, and Anthony Giddens, such fluctuation appeared as analyti-
cally inadequate, profoundly problematic, and often unproductive.7 Yet 
my point is that these easy oppositions and ambivalent analytics carried 
even wider implications. Although barely expressed in this manner, it 
was hard not to feel a lingering, latent disquiet toward uneasy determi-
nations of singular hierarchical time –​ that indicated antinomian social 
spaces –​ within subaltern studies.8

Clearly, my research project –​ and wider academic interests –​ turned 
on the interplay between history and anthropology. It followed that 
I read enthusiastically in the emerging field of historical anthropology, 
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particularly works exploring historicity and temporality, practice and 
process, meaning and power, in Africa and Oceania, Europe and the 
Americas. Now, it became clear that even as Indian anthropology, par-
ticularly its specialization from the 1950s onwards, was shored up by 
distinct disciplinary demarcations with history, exactly in this scenario, 
there were discrete efforts by some anthropologists to engage histori-
cal issues. At the same time, it was also evident that such efforts were 
less concerned with rethinking anthropology and history by blur-
ring disciplinary boundaries and more with expressing conventional 
anthropological considerations by drawing on historical materials and 
understandings, many of which remained suspect to the professional 
historians of the time. Also, well into the 1960s, these efforts were often 
influenced by wider formulations of interactions between “great” and 
“little” traditions, between processes of “universalization” and “paro-
chialization.”9 Held up by quasi-​evolutionist schemas, these projections 
of an overarching Indian civilization unsteadily de-​historicized the 
past and the present, principally rendering vacuous various grounded 
articulations of time and space, which all too readily turned upon one 
another.10

At the same time, I realized that the institutionalization and unrav-
eling of professional history writing of the subcontinent had also pro-
ceeded at a distance from anthropological inquiry across most of the 
twentieth century.11 Concerning the historiography of modern India, 
earlier studies of British administrators and administration were 
honed further yet also supplanted by fiercely contending scholarship 
on nationalism (and communalism), accounts that drew on the stead-
ily increased availability from the early 1960s of previously classified 
materials.12 This decade and the one following were further marked by 
impressive achievements in the writing of economic history, which had 
its corollaries for understandings of societal patterns.

From the middle of the 1960s, influenced by divergent strains of 
Marxism in the context of radical upheavals across the world, the social 
sciences witnessed a wider concern with the place of the peasantry in 
economic development, historical change, and revolutionary trans-
formation.13 These concerns had their effect on historical writing on 
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peasant society, usually entailing questions of economic history yet also 
concerned with issues of culture and power. The impact extended to 
social-​political histories on counter-​colonial movements and popular 
nationalisms of peasant groupings, working classes, and adivasi (indig-
enous) communities.14 As we saw, all of this set the stage for critical 
debates within history from the late 1970s onward that recast the disci-
pline, including by raising new questions and initiating possible conver-
sations, including with critical theory, sociological understandings, and 
ethnographic inquiry, thereby augmenting the study of South Asia.15 
However, two points stand out. On the one hand, prior to these trans-
formations, productive engagements with anthropology were very rare 
in historical scholarship on modern India conducted on the subconti-
nent. On the other, as was noted, the articulations of time and space in 
the newer tendencies came with their twists and tendentiousness.

At the same time, from the beginning of the 1960s at any rate, the 
entanglements between these disciplines found varied articulations in 
the work of at least one scholar of South Asia. My reference is to the 
wide-​ranging scholarship (and critical inspiration) of Bernard S. Cohn, 
who over time straddled and subverted the boundaries between 
anthropology and history.16 Belonging to the first generation of post-
war US anthropology that was trained to conduct sustained fieldwork 
in Indian villages, Cohn nonetheless resisted the lure of a purely syn-
chronic study. For example, his doctoral work on the Chamars of the 
village of Senapur in North India, conducted in the 1950s, attended to 
processes of social change among these subalterns.17 Within a matter 
of a few years, Cohn extended his inquiries into diverse questions of 
history and anthropology, based on varied crossovers between these 
disciplines.18 Across the 1960s, these studies entailed explorations set in 
northern India concerning, for instance, the relationship between rev-
enue policies and structural change, the levels of political integration in 
precolonial regimes, and the shaping of local life and legal practice by 
systems of colonial law. Most of this work rested on archival materials 
yet it was also influenced by Cohn’s earlier fieldwork in the region.19

Such emphases were followed by other departures as Cohn shifted 
his attention more and more to “the historical anthropology of colonial 
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society itself.”20 Here, Cohn’s prior concern with investigating the his-
torical bases of social relations in South Asia was not simply forgotten. 
Rather, it found newer configurations. For example, during the 1970s 
Cohn’s work on the development and deployment of colonial knowledge 
of India engaged with the “ethnosociology” of his colleagues McKim 
Marriott and Ronald Inden.21 Such dialogue is evident in Cohn’s semi-
nal essay on the Imperial Assemblage of 1877, held to proclaim Queen 
Victoria the Empress of India, where he explores the logics and forms 
of Indian society precisely as he elaborates the cultural constitution and 
historical transformation of rituals and symbols of colonial authority 
and imperial power.22 Yet, it is also the case that Cohn came to increas-
ingly recognize colonial cultures of rule as fundamentally restructuring 
Indian society. Together, in essays written after the 1980s on themes 
as diverse as colonial usages of language, the law, and clothing, Cohn 
focused on wide-​ranging dynamics between knowledge and power and 
the colonizer and the colonized.23 Cohn wrote two playful and provoca-
tive programmatic pieces charting the relationship between history and 
anthropology, which saw him at home in both these disciplines.24 These 
garnered wide circulation, much as Evans-​Pritchard’s reflections on the 
theme had found a generation earlier. At the same time, it is in the 
entire body of Cohn’s work that we find the several signposts and emer-
gent formations of historical anthropology.

This is all the more true since Cohn’s studies were frequently fol-
lowed and sometimes accompanied by the work of other scholars on 
related questions, especially his students. Of course, such inquiries 
were often also influenced by other scholarly tendencies.25 Nonetheless, 
they can all be seen as articulating a wider set of issues that had been 
brought to the fore by Cohn’s writing, teaching, and supervision.26 Here 
is to be found scholarship explicitly yet variously based on conjunctions 
between anthropology and history: from the study of patterns of social 
and economic transformation across the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies in a single village in the Punjab through to explorations of the 
historical structure of local-​level political groupings and their interac-
tions with state governmental machinery in parts of northern India;27 
and from discussions of worlds of temples across time through to an 
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“ethnohistory” of a “little kingdom,” each of these works rethinking 
caste and kingship by focusing on royal and godly honors, favors, and 
services, including processes of their redistribution, which were con-
stitutive of differential groups, ranks, and identities.28 These departures 
were accompanied by other studies that also combined anthropology 
and history as part of distinct scholarly traditions. Such scholarship 
elaborated questions of sect, caste, and their transformations,29 config-
urations of kinship and kingship in South India,30 and the ideological 
nature of official and ethnographic (colonial) representations of India.31

Apprentice engagements

Unsurprisingly, for my PhD at the University of Cambridge and the 
book based on it, I  sought out a dialogue between subaltern studies, 
historical anthropology, and the “everyday” as a critical perspective as 
I continued to research the Satnamis.32 Now, various critical encounters 
and contingent entanglements –​ in the archive, the field, the library, and 
elsewhere –​ pointed me to the immense power encoded in the signs and 
symbols, metaphors and mappings, and practices and persuasions of 
the government and the state. Such authority crucially structured imag-
inings and endeavors of subaltern and community. These emphases ran 
counter to the central problematic that variously ran through subaltern 
studies. Two quick important illustrative examples should suffice.

Dipesh Chakrabarty’s salient study of jute mill workers in eastern 
India issued an invitation for a critical understanding of the everyday 
experience of hierarchical relations in order to attend to forms of culture 
and consciousness, which were “the ‘unthought’ of Indian Marxism.” 
This was the central question for the writing of working-​class history in 
South Asian society where the assumptions of a hegemonic bourgeois 
culture did not apply. Nonetheless, Chakrabarty ended up exploring 
the culture and consciousness of Calcutta jute mill workers through 
innately a priori attributes entailing “strong primordial loyalties of 
community, language, religion, caste, and kinship,” principally homeo-
static features of a precapitalist society.33 Similarly, Gyanendra Pandey’s 
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sustained critique of the construction of the colonial sociology of “com-
munalism” seized upon community –​ defined quite simply as “Indian 
society beyond the confines of the state” –​ as the sign of alterity and 
difference, a sign that served to interrogate dominant knowledge(s) of 
colony, nation, state, and history.34 Here, precisely by holding the two 
apart, the presence of difference/​community was read as opposing for-
mations of power/​state. This served to uncertainly upbraid and uphold 
an exclusive historical temporality, exactly through acute expressions of 
segregated spaces of community/​difference and state/​power, with the 
former taking epistemological and ethical priority over the latter.

Against the grain of such influential emphases, my work tracked 
the entanglements between community/​subaltern/​difference and 
state/​dominance/​power in at least four overlapping ways.35 First, the 
very making of the Satnami caste-​sect endeavor was shaped by these 
enmeshed dynamics of meaning and power, which articulated and 
interrogated the interweaving of divine, ritual, social, and governmen-
tal hierarchies, as well as their attendant temporal and spatial matri-
ces. Second, at stake were the ways in which the patterns of power 
within arrangements of caste involved the formative braiding of perva-
sive protocols of authority, at once substantive and symbolic, turning 
on ritual purity and pollution, cultural kingship and dominant castes, 
and colonial governance and law. Third, the historical conceptions 
of the Satnamis  –​ embodied in their mythic and other representa-
tions –​ arrived at distinct spaces of sect/​caste and novel temporalities 
of order/​legality by negotiating and querying figures of dominance, 
which orchestrated the necessarily enmeshed “cosmic” and “social” 
worlds. Fourth and finally, these orientations toward authority and 
alterity found different but overlapping expressions as part of Satnami 
organizational endeavors within Indian nationalism, especially as 
I sieved middle-​class presumptions through subaltern imaginaries in 
these arenas, thereby revealing alternative glimmers of legality and 
legitimacy, politics and nation(s).36

At the core of my research, then, lay the incessant interpenetration 
between constitutive aspects of state/​governmental power and quotid-
ian forms of subaltern/​community life. These enmeshments straddled 
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and scrambled a singular hierarchical temporality and its attendant 
antinomian spaces. It is exactly such entanglements that were frequently 
kept at a distance in the anthropology and history of South Asia, as 
witnessed in important work on the subcontinent. At issue were perva-
sive procedures of the spatialization of time and the temporalization of 
space, which served to split apart subaltern and state, community and 
history, tradition and modernity, and emotion and reason as embody-
ing separate spaces through the assumption of an exclusive temporality. 
At the same time, it is once more the case that none of this appeared to 
me as a blazing revelation. Rather, these intimations unfolded little by 
little, bit by bit.

Here, a crucial role has been played by a project on evangelical 
entanglements in imperial India, which had found its first intima-
tions at the time of my PhD –​ when I conducted archival work in mis-
sionary archives in the US (and Britain) –​ and which became my first 
postdoctoral research endeavor, a month after I  had submitted my 
doctoral dissertation. This is a study of American evangelical mission-
aries and their Indian Christian converts in colonial and independent 
India. Combining archival and field research, ethnographic and his-
torical perspectives –​ that are further conjoined with considerations 
of social theory –​ the aim of the endeavor is at least threefold. First, it 
discusses the interleaving of evangelical activities and converts’ prac-
tices with formations of caste-​sect and the dynamics of village life. 
The contentious enmeshments shaped the mission project and a ver-
nacular Christianity. Second, the endeavor considers the conjunctions 
and contradictions between the mission project and imperial power, 
evangelical initiatives and “home” congregations, and a vernacular 
Christianity and colonial cultures. Such fraught linkages underlay 
critical articulations of modernity, evangelism, and empire. Third and 
finally, the study explores wide-​ranging expressions of community 
and nation in the wake of conversion. These underscore controver-
sial issues of the “majority” and the “minority,” politics and religion, 
and the citizen and the convert, especially in independent India. These 
processes each appear molded by distinctions of gender and caste, race 
and community.37 
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If this is how the study has developed over the last two decades, it is 
also the case that from its very beginnings my concerns stood at odds 
with much scholarship on South Asia, including especially the uneasy 
demarcations of time and space in subaltern studies. Consider now my 
emphases concerning the acute entanglements between missionary 
and convert, colonizer and colonized, the dominant and the subaltern, 
colonial cultures and vernacular Christianity, empire and modernity, 
and power and difference, shored up by overlapping yet heterogene-
ous articulations of time and space. Away from the mutual constitution 
of these critical copulas by their constitutive elements as well as each 
other, the work of subaltern studies principally rested on keeping the 
segments apart, bringing into play temporal-​spatial demarcations, as 
the following examples illustrate.

To begin with, we have noted that Ranajit Guha (and subaltern 
studies at large) presented the nineteenth-​century subaltern insurgent 
as temporally coeval with British colonialism on the subcontinent. 
Although at once undercut by uncertain temporal-​spatial demarca-
tions of the South Asian peasant, the analytical measure principally 
intimated the possibilities of approaching the subaltern in imperial 
(and independent) India as a subject of modernity, and consequently 
of understanding modernity itself in newer ways. But this did not come 
to pass. Only a few years later, Guha made a case for “dominance with-
out hegemony” in colonial India, positing an archetype of bourgeois 
hegemony where persuasion outweighs coercion in the composition 
of its dominance.38 On offer was the classic prototype of the hegem-
onic liberal state representing a revolutionary bourgeoisie and demo-
cratic politics in metropolitan Britain, against which stood the hapless 
instance of dominance without hegemony in colonial India.

Shaped by immaculate assumptions of a vigorous democratic cul-
ture and a vital liberal politics of the modern West, Guha’s analytics 
rendered the central historical narrative of power on the subcontinent 
under colonial rule as one of failure and lack.39 Evacuated of their own 
particularity, the meaning of these pasts of dominance inhered innately 
in their ever lagging behind the time and space of Europe. In these 
teleological projections of colonial pasts and metropolitan histories, 
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the incomplete transitions of the former appeared routinely measured 
against the fulsome trajectories of the latter, so that each shored up the 
other. At stake here are articulations of an exclusive hierarchical tem-
porality that spatially segregates Britain and India, the empire and its 
outpost, the West and the Rest.40 Put simply, all of this was quite con-
trary to my attempts to explore the common constitution and recip-
rocal labor of modernity and colonialism in the metropolis and the 
margins, as well as the orientations to the temporal, the spatial, and 
their enmeshments intimated by these emphases.

This brings me to the second example. Partha Chatterjee’s influ-
ential book, The Nation and its Fragments, critically locates forms of 
community within regimes of modernity, rather than reifying these as 
“pre-​modern remnants that an absent-​minded Enlightenment forgot 
to erase.”41 (This is a fact often overlooked in careless readings of the 
work.) The move makes it possible for Chatterjee to construe forceful 
readings that think through the categories of the state and civil society, 
while equally allowing him to suggest other imaginings of community, 
nation(s), and modernity. At the same time, it is also the case that such 
possibilities in Chatterjee’s work are at once upheld and undercut by 
two measures: first, the sharp separation that he sets up between state 
and community, which totally brackets any interchange between sym-
bols of state and contours of community; second, his remarkable asser-
tion that “by its very nature, the idea of community marks a limit to 
the realm of disciplinary power.”42 Taken together, in The Nation and its 
Fragments the precise glimmers of newer orientations to modernity and 
community cannot be separated from the work’s postulations regarding 
the potential of modernity as being realized through the virtue of com-
munity, which insinuates a pure difference, an unsullied alterity.

To learn from both the possibilities and the problems of the work 
requires at least two measures. On the one hand, it is imperative to 
attend to Chatterjee’s implicit interrogation of an exclusive modernity, 
centered on state and capital, as exhausting all modern imaginaries and 
actions. This is a critique conducted in the name of community, but one 
that has rather wider implications. On the other, it is crucial to register 
that the work’s assertion of a single historical time of community and 
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state is principally a narrative ruse, a temporal placeholder for politi-
cal modernity that is then filled with two competing storylines. Here, 
saliently, community/​difference is premised upon an epistemological 
and ethical priority and precedence over capital/​power:  at their core, 
these contending categories insinuate sharply separate essences, dis-
tinct spatial-​temporal loci.

Journeyman entanglements

Actually, several of these concerns were gradually clarified on my join-
ing the faculty of the Center of Asian and African Studies at El Colegio 
de México and moving to live in Mexico City from the mid-​1990s. 
Here, an overlapping yet distinct set of concerns now equally came to 
the fore. I soon realized that in Latin American worlds, Asia and Africa 
were filtered through rather particular, somewhat peculiar, optics of 
space and time. This was true of everyday arenas and scholarly spaces. 
With (mestizo) Latin America uncertainly yet readily poised in the 
likeness of a reified modern West, Africa’s and Asia’s cultural/​spatial 
difference and temporal/​social otherness, working in tandem, signi-
fied a mark of enchantment, algo bello (something beautiful); but their 
political-​economic backwardness, entailing a time lag, also embodied 
a historical holdup, a lack of modernity, a temporal social-​spatial infer-
iority, algo feo (something ugly). Thinking through these simultaneous 
spatial/​temporal distinctions, I engaged scholarship on the coloniality/​
decoloniality of power as well as a range of other vital writing on/​from 
the south of the Rio Grande. Indeed, as I worked toward juxtaposing 
and connecting critical understandings of Latin America and South 
Asia, especially in teaching, it was modernity and its multiple linkages 
with the Enlightenment and empire, reason and race, and colonies (set-
tler and non-​settler) and nations that emerged as apposite arenas of 
conversation.

Questions of colonialism have been apprehended in Latin America 
as occupying a dim and distant past. After two centuries of for-
mal freedom, modernity is ever understood as an attribute of the 
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independent nation, unconnected with empire, which is a far-​off 
time, a strange space, an all-but-forgotten episode and entity, except 
among specialist scholars. At the same time, it soon became equally 
evident that, following a Baroque aesthetic, the pasts of the colonial 
quotidian are also often presented in these terrains in celebratory 
ways, such that markers of space represent the triumph of history, 
conjoining it with the here and now. Thus Coyoacán, the sixteenth-​
century colonia (neighborhood) where we live, has frequently been 
joyously described to us by delighted well-​wishers as being, well, 
“muy colonial [very colonial].”

Against these dominant dispositions, an important body of crit-
ical thought on Latin America has focused on the subterranean 
schemes, the pervasive presumptions, and the overwrought appari-
tions of the modern and the colonial.43 This corpus takes as its start-
ing point the first modernity of Southern Europe  –​ as held together 
by the Renaissance, the conquest of the “New World,” and the empires 
of Spain and Portugal –​ in the margins and the metropolis. It thereby 
critically considers the place and presence of colonial stipulations of 
power within modern provisions of knowledge. The writings no less 
work their way through the second modernity of the Global North, 
constituted by empires of the Enlightenment and thereafter, holding 
up a mirror to modernity as a deeply ideological project and a primary 
apparatus of domination, in the past, present, and posterity. Here, the 
recursive possibility of secular-​messianic redemption often appears as 
an exclusive future horizon.44

Now, these emphases have formidably foregrounded the Eurocentric 
propensities and epistemic violence of modernity that is already/​always 
colonial, further underscoring the importance of other forms of gno-
sis and knowing that reveal horizons other than those of the dominant 
Western modern.45 On the other hand, the unraveling by these writ-
ings of the “coloniality of power” and “decoloniality of knowledge” is 
founded on presumptions of the innately dystopian nature of the former 
and the ethically utopian possibilities of the latter.46 These carry pro-
foundly temporal and spatial implications. I shall base my discussion 
around the arguments and implications of the Argentine philosopher, 
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Enrique Dussel, in order to unravel the emphases of the coloniality/​
decoloniality perspective, turning on space and time.

Crucial for Dussel are the writings of Emmanuel Levinas concerning 
ethics, alterity, and exteriority.47 For Levinas, as is generally known, the 
“other” is a constitutive haunting presence which relationally reveals 
the limits and horizons of “self,” such that “ethics [was] the first phil-
osophy” rather than epistemology or, say, the Heideggerian ontology of 
“Being.”48 Now, Dussel transforms these innately emergent, necessarily 
nonempirical attributes of the ethical “encounter between the Same and 
what forever remains exterior to it” into split and substantialized spaces 
with concrete geopolitical, factual referents, namely, Europe and Latin 
America.49 In this scenario, it is not only that Latin America is ever 
temporally contemporaneous with Europe/​Euro-​America, revealing 
the dark side of the latter. It is also that Latin America, a unitary space 
that readily subsumes as well the self of the philosopher, is already/​
always ethically ahead of Europe, which is a space of unethical hegem-
ony, articulating the colonial dimensions of modern power.

All of this has wide implications. To start with, Dussel’s singular split 
between Europe and Latin America –​ alongside the exclusive emphasis 
on the “coloniality of power” –​ was too pat, too ready, too tendentious. 
Unsurprisingly, it came to be supplanted soon by the geopolitical, 
spatial-​moral contrast between Europe/​Euro-​American hegemony and 
the “other [or subaltern] side of colonial difference,” variously named 
as “trans-​modernity,” “border knowledge,” and “de-​colonial perspec-
tives.”50 At the same time, these ethically segregated entities continue to 
enact, within a shared historical stage, a principled drama, an endless 
clash between good and bad, virtue and evil, morality and immorality.

Moreover, while Dussel’s original claims concerned a supersession of 
phenomenology by an ethically oriented politics (recall Levinas’s proc-
lamation of “ethics as first philosophy”), under the decolonial turn the 
primacy of ethics and politics means that they appear elided, implic-
itly and a priori, with epistemology and ontology, reading/​writing and 
being/​becoming, as ways of knowing and acting, an antidote to author-
ity before the dystopia of power. Put differently, the “subaltern side of 
colonial difference” has principled precedence (and always triumphs) 
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over the “coloniality of power.” Here, decolonial scholars not only take 
the side of but are already the same as critical bearers of subjugated 
knowledge(s), all inhabitants of geopolitical margins.

Finally, the logics of such segregated spaces in these understandings 
orchestrate time and temporality in distinct ways. On the one hand, 
the temporal appears here as something of a chronological placeholder, 
defining the innate coevality of modernity/​coloniality and its others. 
Saliently, such simultaneity signals discrete verities. While forms of 
colonialism, modernity, and nation evince juridical-​political shifts and 
transformations, coloniality of power has innately unchanging attrib-
utes. Alongside this, the other/​subaltern side of coloniality, including 
decolonial perspectives, might have heterogeneous manifestations, 
but their core logic inheres in unceasing interrogations of modernity/​
coloniality and heroic articulations of pluriversality/​diversality. This is 
because decolonizing perspectives have innate, a priori precedence –​ in 
terms of ethics and politics, knowing and being –​ over modern power.51 
On the other hand, time can be cast in this corpus as a category of reck-
oning and not of experience, attributed to “culture” and not to “nature”. 
Time is explicitly articulated as a central concept of the imaginary of 
the colonial/​modern world system, entirely interwoven with the colo-
niality of power and the production of colonial difference.52 However, 
this querying of time as colonization, as reckoning and representation, 
while opening critical possibilities, nonetheless remains circumscribed 
through the positing of the ethical/​epistemic/​ontological incommen-
surables that were explored above. It seeks to find entirely other expres-
sions of space/​time rather than staying with, thinking through, their 
formative heterogeneity as practice and production in social worlds 
at large.

Put simply, I was excited by the problems proffered, but uncertain 
about the answers offered, by this formidable corpus.53 The conjoint 
impulses had wider consequences. Grappling with the issues and argu-
ments outlined above –​ a process of implicit unease rather than ready 
resolution  –​ I  realized the importance of approaching postcolonial 
perspectives and subaltern studies in a critical yet cautious way. From 
their beginnings, these understandings have been characterized by 
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intellectual silences and theoretical tensions which circulate amid their 
formative plurality.54 Reading these writings alongside critical work 
on Latin America crucially brought home to me that to understand 
these scholarly tendencies as shaped by key contentions is far from a 
disparaging move. Rather, it is to actually acknowledge the conditions 
of possibility of subaltern studies and postcolonial perspectives. It has 
followed, too, that such bids to simultaneously think through their 
limitations and potentialities, the one braided with the other, require 
that these knowledge formations be considered in the manner of criti-
cal rubrics, rather than readily hypostatized as privileged perspectives 
and exclusive inquiries. To take these simultaneous steps has been to 
discover heterogeneous interpretive dispositions that bear productive 
articulation with other theoretical orientations, especially those offer-
ing critical considerations of time, space, disciplines, and modernity.

On the one hand, the persistent contentions of the postcolonial 
and the subaltern as categories and perspectives register unproductive 
ambiguity. Actually, this unhelpful obscurity is intimately linked to the 
simultaneous exclusive claims made on behalf of these knowledge for-
mations. Apparent certainty and actual ambivalence regarding demar-
cations of time and space both have an important role here. Thus, as has 
been repeatedly emphasized by prominent postcolonial critics among 
others, the concept of the postcolonial has rested upon the divide 
between the colonial and the postcolonial.55 Here, an entirely exclusive 
temporal trajectory and formidably split social spaces mutually sustain 
one another, such that narrative ruses of historical time lead from one 
totalized terrain (the colonial) to another undifferentiated arena (the 
postcolonial). This serves to homogenize critical difference, instate his-
torical hierarchy, elide unequal social spaces, and sanitize postcolonial 
politics.

Yet there is more at stake. For, at the very moment postcolonial 
understandings cast the colonizer and colonized as inhabiting a com-
mon history, undoing temporal hierarchies among them, they implic-
itly sharply segregate the habitations of Europe, its proper space-​time, 
from that of the colony, which is accorded an exclusive epistemic rev-
elatory priority. And so is it also worth asking whether the charges 
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against subaltern studies of empirical imprecision, analytical aggran-
dizement, and epistemological obfuscation are not, actually, closely 
linked to presumptions that the perspectives constitute unified, fully 
finished understandings? Rather than rely on such easy assumption, is 
it not important to stay with and think through the constitutive limits 
and formative possibilities that shore up the heterogeneity, the conten-
tion, and the curious elision and expression of space and time within 
subaltern (and postcolonial) studies?

On the other hand, across different scholarly disciplines and diverse 
academic contexts, various endeavors engaging and articulating post-
colonial and subaltern perspectives, broadly understood, can be cau-
tiously read and understood as having undertaken salient tasks. To begin 
with, such efforts have variously rethought empire. Especially import-
ant here have been pointers to the prior and persistent play of colonial 
schemes in contemporary worlds. These emphases have highlighted the 
immense import and ongoing influence of the enmeshments between 
Enlightenment and empire, race and reason, the metropolis and the 
margins, and religion and politics. Moreover, as noted earlier, writings 
in this terrain have severally questioned the place of an imaginary yet 
palpable West as history, modernity, and destiny for each culture and 
every people. This has suggested newer understandings of community, 
history, and modernity which have challenged prior modular concep-
tions of these categories-​entities. Finally, endeavors elaborating subal-
tern and postcolonial perspectives have unraveled the terms and limits 
of state, nation, and citizen in Western and non-​Western worlds, pru-
dently underscoring the significance of critical difference in such dis-
tinct yet entangled terrain.56

Indeed, in taking up the tasks outlined above, the most prescient 
efforts have pointed to the critical place and presence not only of elite 
and heroic protagonists, but of marginal and subaltern subjects –​ simul-
taneously shaped by the crisscrossing matrices of gender and race, caste 
and class, age and office, community and sexuality –​ in the making of 
colony and modernity, empire and nation, religion and politics, and 
state and citizen. To register such critical developments is to cast post-
colonial propositions and subaltern studies –​ in constant conversation 
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with historical anthropology and social theory –​ as participant inter-
locutors in wider ongoing debates rethinking the nation-​state and 
the West, the colony and the post-​colony, and history and modernity, 
including especially their socio-​spatial-​temporal attributes.57

Some of what I have been saying about reading for possibilities and 
limitations of critical understandings –​ including decolonial, postco-
lonial, and subaltern perspectives –​ can be clarified by considering the 
work of Dipesh Chakrabarty which offers salient reflections on history 
and modernity, articulating questions of space and time. To begin with, 
he has imaginatively raised key questions concerning the presence of 
Europe in the writing of history. Carefully constructing his arguments 
against the backdrop of Heidegger’s interrogation of the artifice of a 
meaning-​legislating reason, Chakrabarty has focused on “history” as 
a discourse that is produced at the institutional sites of academe, mak-
ing a compelling case for the ways in which Europe remains the sov-
ereign theoretical subject of all histories. Admitting that “Europe” and 
“India” are “hyper-​real” terms that refer to certain figures of the imagi-
nation, Chakrabarty critically points toward how –​ in the “phenomenal 
world” of everyday relationships of power –​ Europe stands reified and 
celebrated as the site and scene of the birth of the modern, working 
as a silent referent that dominates the discourse of history. Unraveling 
the consequences of this routine privileging of Europe as the univer-
sal centerpiece of modernity and history, Chakrabarty reveals how the 
past and present of India or Mexico –​ indeed, of all that is not quite an 
imaginary yet tangible West –​ come to be cast in terms of irrevocable 
principles of failure, lack, and absence, since they are always/​already 
measured against apparent developments in European/​Euro-​American 
arenas.58

These are outcomes of developmental regimes of time, temporality, 
and history that Chakrabarty frames as “historicism”: a pervasive mode 
of thinking and manner of knowing, which appears intimately impli-
cated in social-​scientific understandings and wider historical practice. 
Based on the principle of “secular, empty, homogeneous time,” histori-
cism has found acute articulations since the nineteenth century, when 
it made possible “the European domination of the world.”59 Here are 
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to be found, then, key queries concerning a singular yet hierarchizing 
time that splits social words into “developed” spaces and “backward” 
ones. Indeed, Chakrabarty further opens up questions of historical 
difference, revealing glimmers of heterogeneous temporal-​spatial ter-
rains through various measures: explorations of the deferral-​difference 
of a Bengali modernity in colonial India; discussions of the time of gods 
and the writing of history; and avowals of the plurality of lifeworlds 
against an overweening historicism.60

At the same time, it is worth considering the closures that accom-
pany the opening up of these questions by Chakrabarty. Thus, he imagi-
natively attempts to “write difference into the history of our [Bengali/​
Indian] modernity in a mode that resists the assimilation of this history 
to the political imaginary of European-​derived institutions … which 
dominate our lives.” Nonetheless, Chakrabarty ends up by replicat-
ing a priori attributes of the principal categories that lie at the heart of 
the “epistemic violence” he seeks to challenge and interrogate.61 This is 
because the gendered domains of the public and the domestic, the key 
concepts of personhood and the civil-​political, and indeed the opposed 
categories of state and community, seemingly derived from a master 
scheme of modern history, appear as always there, already in place, 
under every modernity. Here is a rendering of difference against, into, 
and ahead of discipline. Exactly this manner of reading continues into 
Chakrabarty’s attempt to recuperate the difference of subaltern pasts 
(and the time of gods and spirits) in front of the discipline of minor-
ity histories (and the work of the radical historian), and in his bid to 
articulate the alterity of “necessarily fragmentary histories of human 
belonging that never constitute a one or a whole” as existing alongside 
yet exceeding the authority of historicism.62

How are these measures connected to questions of time and space? 
Consider now pervasive constructivism(s), ever in the air, that project 
totalities and universals as principally insubstantial because they are 
socially constructed. Against these presumptions, Chakrabarty rightly 
sees totalizing universals, their disciplines and logics, as actually exist-
ing.63 Yet, it warrants asking if this acceptance overlooks the making 
of these universals in relation to particulars, of totalities in relation to 
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margins, entailing processes of meaning and power, acutely producing 
space and time. Do these measures reading difference against, into, and 
ahead of discipline –​ bracketing their mutual fabrications and produc-
tions  –​ result in analytically segregated spaces, whose sociopolitical 
attributes derive from their epistemic bases? Does Chakrabarty query 
the aggrandizing terms of homogeneous time yet accept the ruptures of 
modernity on which they are founded?

Latter-​day enmeshments

As I reach the end of this personal narrative, it is time to tie together 
my uncertain yet insistent apprehensions of time and space, unraveled 
above, with issues of their usual understandings, hegemonic represen-
tations, and quotidian productions, which were broached in the last 
chapter. Especially important in these considerations is the produc-
tion of space-​time within academic practice as itself a species of eve-
ryday activity.64 Such construal through epistemological action occurs 
in dialogue with routine and hegemonic apprehensions of space and 
time quite as it articulates underlying terms of power and difference. 
Here, the first formations of subaltern studies were founded on domi-
nant singular yet hierarchizing temporal and spatial representations 
that located (passive) subaltern groups and their governing (feudal) 
cultures of rule in times and spaces that lay behind those of modern 
politics. However, acutely interrogating the pre-​political and political 
divide, on offer equally were instantiations of novel temporal-​spatial 
matrices:  but only once the subalterns broke through the codes that 
governed their passivity, since in place now were entirely autonomous 
expressions that were not merely coeval with, but at the cutting edge of, 
modern democratic politics.

Such production of time-​space as part of knowledge-​making activ-
ity continued through the broader opposition between community 
and state within subaltern studies. This was the case whether, through 
principally antimodernist measures, the temporal-​spatial valences of 
modernity were inverted to find communities (and fragments) rooted 
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in custom as triumphing over nation-​state (and history);65 or, through 
recourse to Foucault’s spatial-​temporal distinction between prior 
authority and modern power, the cultures of hierarchy of Indian sub-
alterns, grounded in custom, were shown as querying the hegemonic 
assumptions of historiographical discipline;66 or, community was placed 
at the heart of modernity in ways in which innate virtues of community 
and difference became antidotes to endless aggrandizements of capital 
and state.67 In each instance, the hegemonic spatial-​temporal blueprints 
of modernity, as analytical template and chronological placeholder, 
were accessed yet also exceeded: community, subaltern, fragment, and 
difference were now accorded ethical and political priority, epistemo-
logical and interpretive precedence, over capital, state-​nation, history, 
and power. At stake was the epistemic fabrication of space-​time, insinu-
ating an alterity ahead of authority, as part of the everyday practice of 
subaltern studies.

Actually, these presumptions and protocols of subaltern studies hesi-
tantly unfolded as linked to wider dispositions to difference and power 
within anti-​ and post-​foundational understandings. Quite simply, here 
are orientations that render power –​ of state, nation, empire, modern-
ity, patriarchy, or discipline –​ as dystopian totality, frequently a distant 
enemy. Against this, on offer is the work of difference –​ of community, 
subaltern, alterity, border, and margin –​ as “unrecuperated particulars,” 
ever an antidote to depredations of dystopia.68 Much more than for-
mal analytics, we are in the face of structures of sensibility, tissues of 
sentiment, which then undergird critical orthodoxies, also underlying 
their distinct production of time and space in the quotidian key.69 If 
the antinomies of community and state within the labor of subaltern 
studies provide one illustration, decolonial perspectives proffer another 
apposite example of such elaborations.

As was explored above, in these dispositions space stands configured 
in mainly bounded or relatively open ways and time can be rendered 
as a chiefly neutral chronological framework or a highly normative 
colonizing device. Yet the ethical, epistemological, political, and indeed 
affective force of arguments for/​of decoloniality derive from the man-
ner in which they actively produce, as image and practice, the discrete 
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moral locations of “the subaltern [or other] side of colonial difference” 
as unvaryingly ahead of –​ bearing principled precedence and a priori 
priority over –​ the dystopian spatial-​temporal coordinates of “moder-
nity/​coloniality” that seek to overwhelm all in their wake. Indeed, as 
sentiment, sensibility, and spirit, the split between authority and alter-
ity has formidable force. This means, too, that a scholar such as Dipesh 
Chakrabarty, having been formed once within such imaginaries, might 
not now subscribe to discipline as distant enemy and look beyond dif-
ference as essentially heroic, yet in practice must segregate the two. 
Here are to be found epistemic productions of space-​time, of difference 
and discipline, which often actually coalesce but whose exact analytical 
separation allows the presence of the former to be read into/​against the 
claims of the latter, such that formidable radical heterogeneity faces up 
to inescapable critical singularity.

These considerations foreground two sets of critical questions. On 
the one hand, what is at stake in critically exploring terms of power and 
dominant knowledge(s) without turning these into totalized terrain? 
Are attempts to pluralize power –​ for example, the forces of colonialism 
and capitalism, the stipulations of globalization and modernity –​ mere 
exercises in the empirical and conceptual refinement of these categor-
ies? Alternatively, do they also imply an “ontological turn,” not only 
pointing to the problem of “what entities are presupposed” by the-
ories and worldviews, but also carefully questioning “those ‘entities’ 
presupposed by our typical ways of seeing and doing in the modern 
world”?70 What is the place of the particular, of “details” in unravel-
ing the determinations of power and difference?71 How are we to learn 
from yet reach beyond newer critical orthodoxies that render dominant 
categories as dystopian totalities?72 Put briefly, what are the terms and 
textures of understanding power as shaped by difference, of authority 
as inflected by alterity?

On the other hand, what distinctions of meaning and power come to 
the fore through the elaboration of tradition and community, the local and 
the subaltern as oppositional categories? Must such contending catego-
ries inhabit the locus of “unrecuperated particulars” as a priori antidotes 
to authority in the mirrors of critical understandings?73 How are we to 
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articulate the dense sensuousness and the acute mix-​ups of social life, not 
only to query cut-​and-​dried categories and modular schemes of order-
ing the world, but also to think through axiomatic projections of resist-
ant difference that abound in the here and now, characterizing scholarly 
apprehensions and commonplace conceptions? Put simply, what is at 
stake in understanding the determination of difference as stamped by the 
productivity of power, of subaltern formations as bearing the impress of 
dominant designs? These questions run through Subjects of Modernity.
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