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Part way through Walter Benjamin’s admittedly

enigmatic essay on translation, a stunning

metaphor arrives (the translation is from Steven

Randall):

However, unlike literary work, a translation does not

find itself, so to speak, in the middle of the high forest

of the language itself; instead, from outside it, facing it,

and without entering it, the translation calls to the

original within, at that one point where the echo in its

own language can produce a reverberation of the

foreign language’s work.[1]

Benjamin, who was writing about the translation

of works of art and literature (especially poetry)

from one language to another, was skeptical that

the task of the translator could be reduced to its

more standard dimensions—the un-erroneous

communication of a message or the tension

between “fidelity” to the original text and the

“freedom” of the translator. He held this

skepticism because, he argued, the task of the

translator is also to hear the relationship between

the work being translated and its own language as

a whole, and then to find, in the language into 

which the work is being translated, an “echo”

of this relationship, whatever it may be. In this

process, furthermore, he found that

translation activated a question about

philosophy—if philosophy was, in a way, a

language unto itself, what if anything made it

special and what was its purpose?

Anyone who has had the sublime misfortune

of sitting in a social theory class has probably

had some sense that one is therein being asked

to learn a new language, metaphorically

speaking. And this language is far from a clear

and coherent whole, has many different, often

conflicting, sources, has terms which take on

different meanings (“labor” for Karl Marx not

meaning quite the same thing as “labor” for

Émile Durkheim, for example) and has always

been subject to disruption, radical revision,

and transformation. Perhaps American

sociology’s struggles over the canon of

“classical” social theory can themselves be

thought—again, metaphorically—as struggles

over the meaning, scope, and genealogy of the

language of social theory. 

Isaac Ariail Reed
University of Virginia

LETTER FROM
THE CHAIR

"Theory as Translation"
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For, Benjamin is deeply sensitive to the non-

transparency of language on the page, and he

challenges the expectation that there is a

straightforward rulebook for translation

from one language to another. Consider this

an analogy for the difficulty of achieving

insight in sociological research via the use of

the abstract terms of theory, terms which—in

addition to having their own opacities—

struggle to re-represent various human

phenomena and the languages used to report

on them.

The difficulties are intense. While Benjamin

had in mind the craft of translating 19th-

century and early 20th-century poetry from

French into German and vice-versa, imagine

how much greater is the distance between

different social worlds, facts, and phenomena

presented at the annual meetings of

sociologists. Benjamin’s problem begins to

look small, and notoriously European, in

comparison. But even when the

Eurocentrism of certain discourses has been

successfully challenged and unseated, even

when the sources of social theory have

reoriented themselves away from certain

status-games, even when social theory has

become dynamic, pluralistic in its sources,

efflorescent in its imaginations, even when it

has become truly global in its rendering of

human experiences, the difficult matter of

the translation of phenomena, and the

communication of particular experience, will

remain. Indeed, one might suggest that the

provinciality of social theory up to this point

has enabled it to disavow the full scope of

this problem, the full weight of the difficulty

of theorizing as a kind of secondary or even

We could ask, in Benjamin’s spirit, whether

there is something special and purposeful

about this language of “social theory.” For, if

we take the metaphor a bit further, it would

appear that sociological research has many

adjoined and adjacent language-games,

formats of expressing findings, and well-

worn words and formulas in which truth

claims about the world can be made. The

very question of whether and how some of

these language-games get labeled theory or

interpreted as theory-adjacent is a fraught

and political one. And, to add even more

complexity, the very delivery of empirical

claims about the world, in sociology, even in

the most straightforward and supposedly un-

theoretical way, via research report, is itself a

kind of translation. For, that which we report

about—the lives and times of humans—itself

involves people who are perfectly capable of

representing their own lives in language,

often quite poetically.

 All of this raises the issues of why, when, and

how translation into the language of theory is

to be imagined as desirable, valuable, etc. For

theory can be quite abstract, and, even if it

does not demand of every empirical study

that it generalize its claims, the very

translation of research proposals, research

progress, and research findings into the

abstract language of theory appears to be a

demand for departure from the concrete

particulars of lives lived, facts gathered, and

phenomena established. Why theorize? It

strikes me that, in the light of Benjamin’s

essay, this question comes to us in a usefully

different, if also somewhat esoteric, way.
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He writes: “True translation is transparent, it

does not obscure the original, does not stand

in its light, but rather allows pure language,

as if strengthened by its own medium, to

shine even more fully on the original.”[3]

Benjamin’s essay, in fact, is itself torn

between the appeal of “pure language” and its

utter unreachability; it is for this reason that

he characterizes the search for such a

language as itself “Messianic.” We know from

Benjamin’s other writings that references to

the Messianic were his way of thinking

revolutionary transformation as human

liberation from oppression. Terms such as

“pure language” appear in his writing like

lightning bolts, and are immediately

confronted in their impossibility, thereby,

creating a rather large distance between his

work and that of other Marxists of his

generation. The task of translation, in other

words, revealed to Benjamin both the

impossibility of designing a pure language

and the way in which the very project of

understanding poetic expression in another

language involved leaps of abstraction that

moved towards this impossibility. He

thereby found in the process of translation a

philosophical possibility of representing—if

only for a moment that flares up to

illuminate briefly, that “flashes up at a

moment of danger”[4]—the reconfiguration

of the relationship, in human life, to opacity,

constraint, and the overwhelming forces of

rule, conformity and violence.

This is a possibility that I find in many works

of social theory that I admire, though I find

myself wishing that, in the history of social

theory, Benjamin’s humble recognition of 

tertiary language, above and beyond the

language of fact and experience. Whence

abstraction, when sociological research

becomes less narrowly circumscribed? How

will we write about, call forth, abstract from,

and create echoes of, the original in the

middle of the high forest? And to what

purpose?

There is, I think, something in Benjamin’s

hesitations about, and meditations on,

translation that can be valuable in thinking

about problems like these. He saw that the

translation of poems could never really be

direct; that, in asking for a poem in one

language to have a counterpoint poem, a

parallel poem, a comparable poem, in

another language, one was asking a question

about the human experience of living in

language itself. That is, the very possibility of

a human being experiencing a work of art

was thematized in any attempt at translation.

In this regard, the translator was not a poet,

but captured something essential about the

project of poetry: “the poet’s intention is

spontaneous, primary, concrete, whereas the

translator’s is derivative, final, ideal.”[2]

These “derivatives,” for Benjamin, raised the

possibility that, in translation, the very

structures of languages themselves could

come in for examination and critique, and

this could be linked to a philosophy of

human liberation.

This grandiose-sounding goal of liberation,

its simultaneous necessity and impossibility,

arrives in Benjamin’s essay repeatedly, as he

argues that translation raises the specter of an

experience of pure language.
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Notes 

[1] Walter Benjamin, “The Translator’s Task,” translated by Steven Rendall, TTR: traduction, terminologie,

redaction 10 (2): 151-165, 1997, p. 159.

[2] Benjamin, “The Translator’s Task,” p. 159.

[3] Benjamin, “The Translator’s Task,” p. 162.

[4] Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” translated by Harry Zohn, pp.253-264 in

Hannah Arendt, editor, Illuminations. New York: Schocken Books, 1968, p. 255.

[5] Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” p. 258. 

the impossibility of actually achieving a pure

language had been more consistently

maintained by some of its more famous

authors. Be that as it may, it appears to me

quite necessary that we develop the language

of social theory such that one case may be

compared with another; one struggle for

liberation can be translated into another; one

explanation of a seemingly different

phenomenon can be brought into surprising

contact with a different subfield of

scholarship. Is social theory, in all of its

flawed, shaggy, and Talmudic self-

examination, in all of its analytic ambition,

carving of the world into moving pieces, and

explanatory prowess, in fact the development

of a series of transition languages, according

to which different phenomena may be

translated into each other? 

PERSPECTIVES |  DECEMBER 2022

And, if this is the case, how might these

transition languages themselves articulate the

possibility of a reconfigured social life, made

from the “pile of debris” left behind by the

“storm called progress”[5]?

 

In my next letter, I will attempt to briefly

explore some affordances granted by

thinking about theory as translation.
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An Interview with Jordanna Matlon
Author of A Man Among Other Men: The Crisis of Black
Masculinity in Racial Capitalism 

by Abigail Cary Moore

PhD Candidate, Sociology 

University of Virginia

When I talk about global Black masculinity

as a shared structural location, I am

referring to the fact that slavery and

colonialism were part of a singular project

of racial capitalism, and we have to

understand them as such. We then

understand these trans-Atlantic

connections, in the way that there are

tropes that travel, communication that

travels, or imaginaries, specifically, that

travel. So, I think it’s really important to

understand that there is something

generalizable for reasons that have to do

with interconnected histories.

Theorizing from Abidjan, where the

postcolonial state heavily embraced the

Francafrique relationship, allows us to think

with an ideal type: the wage labor or évolué

Abigail Cary Moore (ACM): My first question

is that much of your argument speaks to the

interconnectedness of global Black

masculinities within a globalized economy

and your historical overview establishes Côte

d'Ivoire as a center of the Atlantic slave trade

with discursive implications for how Black

men are represented, not just throughout the

French empire, but throughout the world. And

at the same time, the second half of the text

records with minute specificity the cultural

landscape that men in Abidjan occupy, so can

you say a little bit about how location factors

into the macro and micro layers of the

argument you're making? The core of the

question is: to what extent are you offering a

specific ethnography that gives us insight into

this one location, versus to what extent are

you claiming that this specific country, and in

particular, this city, has constructed through

its historical specificity a concept of Black

masculinity that has trickled down or

expanded throughout the world?

Jordanna Matlon (JM): I'll be bold and I'll say

both. Prefaced with the caveat that every place

is different and will articulate dynamics of

race, empire, and culture differently, there are

also elements that are generalizable.

Jordanna Matlon is an Assistant Professor at American

University's School of International Service and an urban

sociologist interested in racial capitalism and its intersection

with the political economy of patriarchy in Africa and the

African diaspora.
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(literally, “evolved” Africans, a French colonial

social designation) ideal. Even when you go to

Paris and meet other West Africans, they're like

"yeah, those Ivoirians, they think they're better

than us." In his ethnography Sasha Newell refers

to Abidjan as a “stepping stone” between Europe

and Africa. The way Ivoirians looked at

themselves and their city as the “Paris of West

Africa” – there was a specificity, and an ideal type

dynamic at play, that allows us to not only speak

to Abidjan, yes, but also to think generally about

the ideational power of labor and breadwinning

and its roots in colonialism. And this is why I

argue that Abidjan allows us to theorize broadly

the relationship between work, specifically wage

labor, consent, and Black masculinity. As an ideal

type it allows us to think about a very different

dynamic from the slave legacy, where there was

no need for slaves to actually have consent.  Their

bodies were literally worked to death, at least until

the end of the trans-Atlantic slave trade when

maintaining the slave economy through

reproduction was necessary. But to penetrate the

continent of Africa for colonial conquest you

needed interlocutors, and hence a substratum of

the population to be complicit, to approximate

the évolué ideal. So much of the racial capitalism

literature in the Americas looks at resistance and

coercion, whereas understanding how you needed

interlocutors, évolués, was a way to say "you are

part of this ideal; you can be a modern subject,

and therefore this is the civilizing mission: we're

inviting you to evolve." Therefore while slavery

and colonialism were both projects of racial

capitalism, this was a key distinction that provides

unique theoretical insights regarding consent

rather than coercion. But breadwinning as an

aspirational masculinity is nevertheless

generalizable.

That's the historical part. With regards to the

ethnography-- in my introduction I write that

this is a familiar story to people who study

postcolonial cities and specifically African

cities, and one thing I wanted to do that was

different in my book is tell a story that was

more entrenched, to give that background

before you look at all these media tropes and

say "oh, these are just performative identities." I

wanted my reader to understand its rootedness

in racial capitalism. And while familiar, there

were specificities. French is the lingua-franca in

Abidjan, so unlike anywhere else in sub-

Saharan Africa that I know of, the language of

the marketplace is French; it's not Dyula, it's

not Wolof like in Senegal; it's not Swahili like in

East Africa. Abidjan, the “Paris of West Africa,”

was the regional hegemon and that sense of

exceptionalism is particular to Abidjan. But

these same expressive identities and

performative identities cut across postcolonial

cities in Africa and elsewhere. With regards to

the orators I studied and the “Sorbonne” where

they spoke, this was also a phenomenon that

you saw in at least several West African

countries, these kinds of politicized “street

parliament” spaces; in the book I reference a

special issue on the phenomenon in the journal

Politique africaine. In short, this was definitely

an ethnography of one location, but there were

elements of the fieldwork that were familiar

across African cities, and moreover the ideal

type at play becomes instructive for

understanding the Black Atlantic experience

broadly.

ACM: Narratives of temporality and

chronology loom large throughout this text.  
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 The context of the évolué pointedly infers a

movement through historical and biological

time, and many of your informants speak of an

extended adolescence, the inability to grow up,

in the absence of salaried employment and a

wife. Do you provide an alternative temporality

that better captures these men's lives?

JM: That's a hard question. One thing that I

definitely hear about my work is "what is the

way out of consent and hegemony? Are you

providing a way out in your story?" The

category of youth, or “jeunesse,” is tragic,

because it infers that these men are stuck. I

reviewed Julie Kleinman’s book Adventure

Capital, looking at migrants from Mali in Paris,

and she insists that they're not stuck, but she

says they're moving in place. But that to me

sounds like they're stuck, it invokes wheels

stuck in the mud, spinning in place. I think that

when ethnographers see this kind of tragedy

they want to find another meaning behind it.

The reality is however undeniably harsh; at one

point I write that the chance of media stardom

is about as good as the chance of finding a

steady job.  Both are very distant. We need to

see how this is actually a political question, and

one entrenched in both racial capitalism and

the political economy of patriarchy –

themselves anchored in eugenicist thinking

about racial difference and gender roles –

which combined, constructed a narrow and

exclusionary notion of masculine worth. This

desire to maintain a breadwinner ideal is

simply not attainable given the structure of the

economy. James Ferguson's Give a Man a Fish

makes for example clear that work, our idea of

work, is disappearing.  An emergent alternative

is entrepreneurship that might be buttressed by

a universal wage, which Ferguson talks about,

and this would entail another approach to

work and the relationship between citizen and

state altogether. But if you are fixed to this

idea of the breadwinner, which is a colonial

invention, and you are in a situation where

work is disappearing, but work is what bestows

adulthood in your society, makes you an

elder, a man, marriageable-- all of this is very

heteronormative, of course--then you're

stuck, because what you need to become a

man is something that is disappearing in the

world today. So, I don't think there's a silver

lining to that. I think we need to imagine

different ways to have relationships and to

think outside of masculine worth being rooted

in breadwinning and economic value, this is

work that masculinities scholars like Kopano

Ratele are doing. That is a politics, that is

imagining another way to value and affirm

masculinity-- but until we do that, we are

stuck. So with your question about the

category of youth as it relates to the évolué, I

think that you absolutely captured what I am

doing. We saw the évolué ideal established a

long time ago and while it's morphed with the

changing economy it's still held up. I found it

remarkable how frequently I would hear men

insist that they were evolved, évolué… that is a

very colonial language, and it was still

something that you heard in the Abidjanais

vernacular.

ACM: To follow up on that: several of your

informants mention that their own fathers had

had a number of wives and thirty-something

children-- how does the concept of multiple

wives play into the colonial conception of

marriage? Does that still satisfy the hegemonic 
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expectation of masculinity and the structure of

marriage involving a breadwinner?

JM; That's a great question and it actually enters

into a really interesting debate during late

colonialism. The civilizing mission promoted

wage work as the means for African society to

modernize –in other words to Europeanize—

by enabling breadwinning and nuclear family

structures. At the same time colonial officials

maintained that African men were polygamous,

and justified denying African workers family

wages, pensions, and benefits by arguing that

they have different families than Europeans

have, and so they'll just take another wife. So

this concern over culture and cultural

difference in the family was the logic colonial

officials used to prevent Africans from having

the same privileges and rights as European

workers, and contradicted the rhetoric of the

civilizing mission which claimed to give them

what they needed to modernize, to shift their

behaviors in public and private life. The

expectation was that as wage earners, the

breadwinner-évolué would have a relationship

to colonial capitalism, but also that he would

love and marry within the realm of European

norms, put his children in European schools,

make sure that his pregnant wife went to the

hospital for prenatal care. All of this was about a

social contract with the colonial regime and its

civilizing process.  

But norms adapt to local practices and power

structures, and even for men in my study

whose fathers had been bureaucrats or

plantation owners, évolué, it was common for

them to report growing up in polygamous

families. By contrast, the men in my study, of

my generation, did not experience this at all. 

They couldn't afford it. It may have been

aspirational, and especially during the heyday

of independence wealthier men frequently

had a wife and mistress(es), Claudine Vidal has

a classic article about that from the 1970s

called “Guerre des sexes à Abidjan” (War of

the Sexes in Abidjan). There's quite a lot of

literature on that, including another classic by

James Ferguson, Expectations of Modernity,

that looks at the Zambian Copper Belt. As he

explains, the European family type never

became widespread for many reasons that are

not only cultural. One is that the pay was

never actually enough, and there was

furthermore a real tension between the sexes

because women were largely shut out from

the wage economy –colonial norms deemed it

inappropriate for women to work outside the

home-- and that pushed them into romantic

or sexual relationships just to survive in the

city. So there's a lot, but the short answer is

that you're dealing with a clash of pre-colonial

and postcolonial patriarchy.

ACM: Throughout the text and particularly in

its final third, you include so many striking

illustrations of advertisements, and

informants, and urban landscapes, and it's

hard to imagine the book without these

central images. So what role do imagery and

iconography play in the argument you're

forwarding?

JM: Yeah, it's super important. When I was in

the field, I didn't know that that would

become such a central part of my story, but so

much of the things that I wanted to say I

would see. I wouldn’t say that every

ethnography should be visual, but this one had 
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 to be. I look at media tropes, I look at

performative identities, I look at

representational repertoires, so the visual is an

integral part of the story. I interrogate how

Blackness is seen, because when it crosses the

Atlantic via these media imaginaries, what was

behind the images or music videos or the

storylines was often lost. The men from my

fieldwork didn’t speak English, but the images

told their own stories.

Central to my theoretical argument about racial

capitalism is moreover the fact that economic

subjugation was pursued by devaluing

Blackness, by inventing Blackness out of

Africanity -- that Africanity was history,

culture, humanity, and all that was flattened

into “Black.” Part of the struggle against this

oppressive system consisted of affirming that

Black was beautiful, that Black was powerful.

And so I explore how exploitation, and

hegemony, operate around racialized registers

to engage the visual expression of Blackness

and how it manifests in cultural forms. I have

several prior articles that examine visuality, but

unlike those, in my book I include images that

weren't only my own, because I didn't want this

story to just be "oh yes, and now we're in

Abidjan, look at these photos." I wanted to

contextualize them in this visual history. Soap

advertisements, ethnographic film,

ethnographic museums, human zoos, all these

kinds artifacts constitute struggles over

representations of Blackness, and I engage

theses struggles before arriving in Abidjan circa

2008.

ACM: It's such a holistic visual timeline that

you present. It's really beautiful. Though the

invocation of Black American celebrities seems 

almost omnipresent throughout Abidjan, you

say little about the contrast between this

representation of America and the lives of

American poor and working-class Black men.

So do you think the representation of

celebrities functions similarly in Black

masculine spaces in urban centers in the US,

or can you speak a little to the differences in

how that functions here versus in Côte

d'Ivoire?

JM: Absolutely, and that is a crucial theoretical

point I'm making. When I was in the field,

friends or respondents would say "oh let's

watch a music video and I want you to explain

this to me, or tell me about this," and I would

explain, "you know, Black men in the United

States have it really hard; African Americans

face a lot of difficulties." They would look at

me like I was lying, because I was just this one

person, this student, coming from the States.

And the media was so much more

authoritative, these images and the stories that

they were presenting in those images were

more persuasive than me saying these are

imaginaries. But you see the same thing here;

you don't even have to cross the Atlantic. 

In Masculinities, Raewyn Connell, describing

marginalized masculinity, says that you have

celebrity Black American athletes, or media

personalities, but their success fails to trickle

down to Black men generally. I address this in

the book but even more so in my ASR article,

where I say it does in fact trickle down because

their success becomes a truth, a vehicle for

hegemony. Despite the structural barriers,

consent comes from seeing these stars and

being sure that you will be the next successful

footballer or successful basketball player or 
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musician or whatnot. It comes from the belief

that you can bypass the structural reality and

say “I'm just gonna be one of the people who

gets out through this." So yes, you see this in

the US as well. I write about some Ivoirians who

struck it big, like the footballer Didier Drogba,

there are others that have come since him, but

he was just this huge figure, also La Jet Set

ivoirienne and Douk Saga who developed this

music style, coupé-décalé, that was a hit in

Paris. Everyone has a story about someone who

knows someone who knows someone who

signed with a European league. It becomes kind

of an urban legend. These are devices to ensure

consent to a system that is structurally

disadvantaging the far majority of people.

ACM: What are the future directions of your

work? Were there unexpected themes that

arose in the writing of this book that you intend

to follow up in future projects?

 

JM: Sure, thank you for that. I mentioned this

already, but I often hear that resistance seems

to be absent from my analysis – where is

resistance, are we just stuck? And another thing

I hear is "why do you care so much if men want

to be media stars,” or, “what is the problem

with their consumerist inclinations?" Well,

because commodification, the branding of

Black bodies, is being repeated in multiple

stages of racial capitalism. One might suppose

that because of the legacy of commodified

Black bodies, Blackness would be a potential

site of resistance. But this is not inherent and it

can just as easily be a vehicle of consent. I find

it troubling because commodification

continues to be extractive, exploitative, and

absolutely not sustainable. It contributes to our 

devastation, our species’ destruction, which is

of course not happening evenly but

disproportionately affecting racially

marginalized communities. The direction that

I want to take my future research picks up

where I end with the section in my conclusion,

"What is at stake," where I raise the issue of the

Anthropocene and climate devastation. My

research thus far has juxtaposed consent and

coercion, but here I want to think about,

quoting AbdouMaliq Simone in City Life from

Jakarta to Dakar, Blackness straddling

“possibility and precariousness.” How have

Black people endured despite the subjugations

and repressions they have confronted across a

range of sites, from urban underground and

informal economies to provision grounds on

slave plantations and maroon communities?

And how is Black survival in turn represented

and theorized, particularly as a way to evade

the state or operate in ways not fully captured

by the world capitalist system?

With regards to the Anthropocene literature, I

think all social scientists need to think and

write more about the environment and

climate change. This is just so urgent, and it's

going to become even more so with

dislocations, adaptations and expulsions, and

the politics that come from that. This is an

existential threat, but it's also epistemological,

because the civilizing mission and the idea of

progress was premised on the supremacy of

man over nature. This was an accepted fact for

both classic liberal and Marxist thought.

Climate change poses a fundamental challenge

to that premise. The species is threatened, but

so is the theoretical constitution of European

modernity. Thinking about this using the lens

of racial capitalism compels us to consider 
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dispossession and loss, but again as both

possibility and precariousness, the history of

Black survival helps us to foresee the future in a

far more precarious world.

ACM: The very last line of this book is "Life in

Abidjan is very hard." Will this new project

have an underlying current of hope?

 

JM: We'll see. Like I said, there is both

possibility and precariousness. To give an

example, in one of my classes I talk about the

experience of the Great Migration. African

Americans moved to cities in the North to

escape one form of racial terror, and ended up

squeezed into segregated areas. Black New

Yorkers were squeezed into Harlem, right,

because they couldn't be anywhere else. Their

landlords were able to charge more and do less,

the conditions were exploitative. But you also

had the Harlem Renaissance, you had the

brilliance and the creativity that came out of

that. I always like that example, that out of

Harlem came the Harlem Renaissance,

arguably the most important movement of

American art and culture and music of that

period and perhaps of the 20th century.  When

people are squeezed into conditions that are

inhumane they respond with innovation and

creativity. But we must not dismiss or forget

that it's inhumane, and we cannot celebrate

possibility or the ingenuity that comes from

conditions of trying to survive without also

acknowledging and attending to the

inhumanity of these structural conditions. So

I'm sure that those people in Harlem would

have much preferred to have had more

housing opportunities and better economic

prospects.

I think there can be a danger of glorifying the

struggle.

Another point to consider is how challenges to

the Anthropocene have come from

indigenous knowledge systems which propose

different ways of living with nature; indeed

much of the literature on the Anthropocene

from the lens of race examines alternative

ecological inhabitations. The experience of

Black enslavement in the Americas, for

example, shows how survival was forged on

provision grounds. Apart from the logics and

extractions of the plantation system, here the

enslaved planted seeds and used botanical

knowledge from Africa to nourish their bodies

and preserve community. In “Plantation

Futures” Katherine McKittrick writes about

these plots of land where another way of being

with nature and with one another was

possible. But then again, these were under

conditions of enslavement. Ultimately, whose

vision prevails will be a struggle and at its core

is a question of power. There are plenty of

contemporary examples of “sustainable” living

experiments such as ecological enclaves at the

scale of the neighborhood, city, or region that

are exclusive and essentially reproduce what

Daniel Aldana Cohen describes as “eco-

apartheid.” This is another manifestation of

racial capitalism, and the struggle continues.

 

ACM: Well thanks so much, this has been just

fantastic. I really appreciate it.
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Jessie Luna

Assistant Professor of Sociology

Colorado State University

With A Man Among Other Men, Jordanna Matlon

has given us a complex and sweeping book to be

read and re-read for its multi-layered

contributions. It is at once a theoretical reading of

the colonial history of racial capitalism, of

movements for Black liberation and dignity across

the Black Atlantic, and an ethnography of

masculinity in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire. The book

begins by positing a basic contradiction – a

perpetual crisis – of Black masculinity in racial

capitalism: the idea that within capitalism,

manhood has been defined as the wage-earner

ideal who earns both livelihood and status through

productive work and wealth. At the same time,

Black men (globally) have been structurally

excluded from wage employment. They are thus

denied hegemonic manhood in racial capitalism.

Matlon’s book probes the myriad ways that Black

men navigate this crisis; as Frantz Fanon wrote,

“All I wanted was to be a man among other men.”

Matlon explores the multiple, shifting ways that

Black men have sought to achieve both “status and 

 survival” amidst the economic and

ideological histories of racial capitalism. In

the latter half of the book – the ethnographic

exploration of Abidjan    – Matlon examines

the post-2000s landscape of dramatic

unemployment. Urban men are unable to

earn wages and thus the status of capitalist

manhood. They are perpetually stuck in the

status of “youth” – often unable to marry.

Matlon focuses on two groups of men who

employ different imaginaries of Black

masculinity in response to this crisis. The first

group (the “orators” who discuss politics in a

public space) are educated men who re-

fashion the colonial “evolué” (evolved)

identity that was predicated on assimilating

into French cultural norms. While these men

reject ties to France, they continue to assert

an evolué masculinity oriented around

education, entrepreneurship, finance, and

business. The second group of men

(“vendors”) are more marginalized; they sell

goods on street corners and cobble together

both livelihoods and dignity. These men draw

on global media tropes emanating from Black

culture in the United States.
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A core argument of the book is that while both

groups of men resist what Matlon refers to as “the

negation of Blackness,” particularly in their turn

away from France, they still produce complicity

with hegemonic structures of patriarchy and

capitalism. For example, the media/hip-hop/VIP

imaginary  (which draws primarily on Black

American celebrity culture) represents an

affirmative imaginary of Blackness in the informal

worlds of ambulatory vendors, barbers, and bus

drivers. This imaginary rejects the longstanding

evolué model of assimilating into Frenchness and

also rejects waged labor as the only route toward

status and manhood. Despite this clear resistance

of Black negation and prior models of capitalist

manhood, Matlon argues that vendors (and

orators) nonetheless assert masculine worth based

on wealth, consumer display, and insertion into

capitalism: “commodified forms of Blackness

declare victory over white supremacy at the

sacrifice of anticapitalist critique” (p. 122).

Opposition to anti-Blackness remains framed in

terms of economic aspiration  – whether as

producer or consumer – and thus remains

contained by the terrain of capitalism. This

argument weaves throughout the book, threaded

in connection to global historical movements for

Black affirmation, from the Harlem renaissance to

Negritude. Matlon’s crucial – and broader

theoretical contribution   – is thus to reveal the

multiple, layered dimensions of consent/resistance

in relation to structures of racism, capitalism, and

patriarchy. Efforts to achieve dignity, status, and

survival within gendered racial capitalism may

reject and resist one axis of oppression (or

symbolic negation) while producing consent to

another. For any scholar of intersectionality or

Gramscian theorizing of consent, this is a crucial

read.

 Matlon’s book thus makes multiple

contributions to a diverse range of literatures.

Most broadly, she challenges the norm of

what sociological theory draws into its orbit.

Matlon sees men on the streets of Abidjan as a

source of theorizing – not just theorizing

Africa and its “particularities,” but for

theorizing the interconnected global histories

of the core ideas of sociology: modernity,

capitalism, labor, racism, and gender. This

book thus intervenes in a growing body of

scholarship (the Du Boisian revival!) re-

working our very notions of sociology and

sociological theory.

To racial capitalism literature, Matlon’s work

is unusual in focusing on West Africa. As

scholars like Jemima Pierre (2012) have

argued, racial dynamics are often (strangely)

absent in analyses of postcolonial Africa

outside of South African contexts. Matlon’s

work is a sorely needed contribution to

understanding the significance of race and

racialization in contexts largely excluded

from contemporary race scholarship.

Additionally, like Gargi Bhattacharyya’s

(2018) recent book, Matlon examines the

interplay of racial capitalism’s political-

economic structures and imaginaries and

desires. Matlon also centers gender, noting

wryly that gender is the modality through

which race is lived (p. 5). These are all key

engagements for a growing scholarship on

racial capitalism. Lastly, I will note one

question for those of us pondering racial

capitalism and the vexing question of what

“racial capitalism” is and how to use it

(concept? theory? analytical

framework?).Matlon often uses “racial 
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capitalism” as a noun that acts in the world. But

does “racial capitalism” act? What analytic clarity

might we gain by seeking to better specify the

actors and mechanisms that produce the relations,

outcomes, and imaginaries that are referenced by

the term “racial capitalism”?

 

My own reading of Matlon’s book comes from my

perspective as a fellow scholar of Francophone

West Africa, yet with a significant difference:

whereas Matlon’s work is specifically urban, I study

the rural and agrarian. Nonetheless, I have been

chewing on similar themes, trying to make sense

of a cultural landscape shaped by racialized

colonial history and people’s complex and multi-

layered efforts to achieve both survival and status

(Matlon’s elegant pairing). Matlon’s book has

proved immeasurably useful and I hope to

convince other scholars of African agrarian change

to read it.

Rural Africans have, since the beginning of

colonialism, been the most enduring and

pronounced “minor term” (to use Matlon’s

phrasing) of the global color line – framed as

backward, dirty, traditional, poor, and exploited. As

Matlon recognizes, many urban West African men

specifically achieve and perform valued social

identities in opposition to and by degrading rural

African men (Luna 2019; Newell 2012).

Nonetheless, much of the flourishing of new

scholarship on racial capitalism in Africa centers

the city, continuing to frame the urban as a

privileged site of modernity, of global

interconnection, and of social theorizing.  Matlon’s

otherwise impressively vast purview seems to end

at the city’s edge, and to imagine that the end of

the salaried urban wage constituted an end to the

role of Black labor in racial capitalism -- as if 

 Africans have been rendered surplus to

global capital accumulation. I would argue

that not all those excluded from

breadwinning jobs and the wage labor system

are “surplus” to capitalism. Just walk through

the chocolate shops in the Brussels airport.

 

Moreover, what about the role of women’s

labor throughout these systems? This

question is certainly not the focus of Matlon’s

book, but a question raised for future thought

and research. Women’s (often unpaid) labor is

crucial in the cash crop systems I have just

noted. There are also women laboring behind

the scenes in urban Abidjan, despite many

men’s inability to marry and start “official”

families. I wondered about where the men

lived and who made their meals and swept

their compounds and washed their clothes.

Matlon’s brilliant exploration of masculinity

in racial capitalism necessarily opens up this

question: how are women conceptualizing

and negotiating their status and survival

amidst this history of racial capitalism? The

very invisibility of their labor (to men, to

capitalism, to the “formal economy”) is a

central piece of that story. I hope some future

scholars can pry open this question further.

I assume many of you reading this have not

yet read Matlon’s book. I urge a close reading

of this rich and thought-provoking text. It will

be of great interest to scholars and graduate

students in wide-ranging fields, from racial

capitalism, colonial history, masculinity,

intersectionality, the commodification of

Blackness, global media, urban studies, and

even – less obviously – to environmental

sociologists theorizing racial capitalism in 
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relation to our planetary crisis. Matlon concludes

that “if the baseline measure of human worth

remains fixed to some manner of having as being,

the cycle of disposable humans on a disposable

planet will go unchallenged. Blackness would be a

tragic ally in a system built on naturalized

inequality and concluding in ecological

destruction” (p. 240). While Matlon’s book

undoubtedly takes on a challenging task of

bridging a vast set of scholarships, this bridging

work is precisely what we need to understand our

interconnected global crises.

 

Notes
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Sociologists are embracing the concept of

racial capitalism with new fervor. An

emergent wave of scholarship analyzes how

racialization systematizes dispossession,

exploitation, and oppression, and therefore is

not epiphenomenal to but constitutive of

capitalism. In A Man Among Other Men,

Jordanna Matlon illuminates how masculine

norms condition consent to these processes.

In a literature that tends to sideline gender

for race, class, and nation, Matlon reveals how

hegemony operates through an intersectional

analysis. The study draws from cultural

theories and ethnographic fieldwork

conducted in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire. I have an

obvious investment in this book as an

ethnographer who studies the relationships

between race, gender, and global capitalism in

another African city. But I want to highlight

how Matlon’s study provides insights for

anyone seeking to better understand racial

capitalism, as well as all ethnographers,

regardless of where their fieldwork is based.

The book is divided into three sections. In the

first part, Matlon discusses how tropes of

Black masculinity have facilitated capitalist

accumulation through slavery, colonial, and

neoliberal eras. The overview traces how the

Black male body has not only been exploited

as cheap labor, but also fetishized as a

commodity object and positioned as a

conflicted consumer. The second part 
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examines the growth of the African city through

significations of Blackness. With a focus on

Abidjan, we see how colonial and postcolonial

ideals travel across the Atlantic and shape notions

of urban citizenship. These first two sections

provide a historical foundation for Matlon’s

analysis and delineate its transnational scope. They

reveal how starting in an African city, a place more

likely to draw the attention of anthropologists,

provides fertile, overlooked grounds for

understanding sociological phenomena. They also

display Matlon’s fidelity to scholars who have long

studied racial capitalism. In drawing from

historians, geographers, and other cultural

theorists, she directs sociologists to venture

beyond disciplinary boundaries to understand

racial capitalism in fuller scope and more granular

detail.

In the third section, Matlon takes us to the streets

of Abidjan and illustrates how these social

dynamics unfold in everyday life. We meet two

groups of Black men: orators, who spout their

political perspectives on a public stage, and mobile

vendors, who sell assorted goods to motorists

passing by. Côte d’Ivoire’s economic crisis has left

both groups without pathways to formal

employment. Following a national descent that

began with the structural adjustment programs of

the 1980s and culminated in a civil war in the

2000s, these men are excluded from wage labor

and fulfilling the male breadwinner role. Orators

sought to reclaim their masculinity by performing

as state politicians and entrepreneurs. Vendors

strove to redeem their masculinity by fashioning

themselves as Black male media icons such as

Usher and Tupac. In both cases, we see how the

economic precarity created by global capitalism

drives Black men to model specific figures of Black 

male success. They are imaginaries that have

been dignified through their capacity to

consume.

 

Here is where Matlon turns to Gramsci. At

first glance, these self-presentations appear to

be contestations. Black men are challenging

discourses that pit them as unable to provide

and therefore are not “real men.” But Matlon

points out that there is an element of consent

at play also. Their attempt to redeem

themselves through entrepreneurial

businessmen and media superstars

legitimates participation in global capitalism

as a restorative practice. Put another way,

these performances play into the capitalist

organization of symbols and obscure anti-

capitalist alternatives.

This is a sharp observation and important

theoretical development within a literature

that emphasizes Black resistance. Most

American scholars attribute the concept of

racial capitalism to Cedric Robinson. In Black

Marxism (1983), Robinson argues that the co-

production of racism and capitalism has

historically organized exploitation but also

grown an international legacy of Black

revolution. What he calls the “Black Radical

Tradition” does not assert the inherent

radicalness of Black identity. Rather, the term

captures how groups assigned to Blackness

have resisted in response to their oppression.

It also underscores that it was not just the

heroism of fabled Black revolutionaries but

Black people’s mobilization that led to radical

social change.

I do not read Matlon’s work as a challenge to 
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the Black Radical Tradition. I see it as a cautionary

note about how “Blackness” can be re-signified to

sustain capitalism and prevent collective

mobilization. This is important because I

sometimes sense an impulse to celebrate

marginalized persons who challenge racism and

sexism through discourse and representation.

Matlon illustrates how Black men’s refusal to be

cast as failures translates into performances that

play into the very system they appear to be

challenging. These double-edged practices of

contestation and consent remind us that symbolic

and structural dimensions must always be thought

of in relation to each other.

 

A Man Among Other Men is not simply a book about

Ivoirian men, but about gendered dynamics of

capitalist hegemony. Matlon makes this clear, and

in doing so, invites reconsideration of the

ethnographic object. Ethnographers usually enter

their research with an interest in a specific group,

and then that group becomes the analytical focus.

After all, the word “ethnography” directly

translates as the “study of an ethnic group.” This

approach is embedded in both the anthropological

and sociological traditions of ethnography and is

generally still taken for granted. In the frequent

occasion when we must deliver a research elevator

pitch, it’s convenient and expected that we say, for

example, “I am studying Black men in Côte

d’Ivoire.” In a brief but pointed methodological

note, Matlon argues that this framing sustains a

fascination with an “other” in ways that recall

ethnography’s colonial roots.

Ethnographers can be an anxious bunch. We

remain haunted by the uneven power relations

that produced the method and continue to define

it. Among urban ethnographers in particular, there 

male success. They are imaginaries that have

has been much criticism of the “outsider”

who presents aggrieved communities as

helpless and pitiful. In response, there is

sometimes a desire to demonstrate how

marginal groups are heroically resilient or

remarkably strategic. These portrayals

understandably aim to debunk past

ethnographic offenses. But I am concerned

that these efforts may veer into

overcorrections. Failing to attend to how

structural and historical forces have

conditioned complex responses would

ironically reproduce the trademark flatness

of colonial representations.

 

Matlon argues that shifting the analytical

focus from groups to social processes might

start to undo what she refers to as “residual

colonial logic.” Her object of inquiry is not

Ivoirian men; it is capitalist hegemony. This

has analytical purchase and an inherently

political one. When we make social relations

the ethnographic object, we might direct

attention to how we are all implicated in

these processes, as opposed to just outside

observers and readers. We, and not just Black

men of Abidjan, have roles, stakes, and

responsibilities in how capitalist hegemony

sustains the chasms of social inequality.

 

Notes

Robinson, Cedric. 1983. Black Marxism: The

Making of the Black Radical Tradition. Chapel

Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

This essay is based on the author’s comments

at the Ethnographic Café on November 18,

2022.
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Black Masculinity: A Sobering Assessment

Jordanna Matlon’s A Man Among Other Men: The

Crisis of Black Masculinity in Racial Capitalism,

offers a deeply sobering yet impressive theoretical,

historical, and ethnographic account of the

complicities of marginalized men in Abidjan with

the capitalist structures that render them

exploitable, commodifiable, and dependable

consumers. Through a lens of racial capitalism,

Matlon narrates how a context of shrinking

avenues for formal employment shapes the

subjectivities of men who see themselves excluded

from normative conceptions of Ivoirian

citizenship and masculinity. In doing so, she deftly

avoids romanticized accounts of resistance in lieu

of a more honest story of how street vendors and

orators in different ways consent to their own

marginalization through their attachment to

masculine breadwinner and entrepreneurial ideals

that simultaneously are structurally unavailable to

them in Abidjan’s urban economy. 

The book consists of three parts that each highlight

the paradoxes of Black masculinity under racial

capitalism, which Matlon encapsulates as “a long

crisis”. First, she argues theoretically why the very

notion of “Black man” is – within the parameters

of its colonial meaning – a contradiction in terms.

Based on her reading of histories of colonial

exploitation in Africa, she argues that the value of

populations that are rendered Black “is

proportionate to the reification of their difference”

(p. 51).  Simultaneously colonialisms’ civilizational

imperative and differentiated rule held out a 

promise to Black men that they too could

attain a metropolitan identity through

education and salaried work. The latter

created an indigenous male elite stratum of

so called “évolués” that according to Matlon

objected to colonial racism, while

simultaneously participating in the

circulation of an ideology that valorizes

individual economic agency as a means to

attain status within a masculine symbolic

order. Thus, racial capitalism produces a

Black male subject that almost inescapably

becomes its accomplice.

Second, Matlon makes a historical argument

corresponding with her theoretical argument.

French colonial rulers saw Africans as both

valuable for their labor and as consumers.

The cultural politics that accompanied Cote

d’Ivoire’s colonial economy as it replaced

indigenous ones, emphasized the value of

“modern” forms of labor and citizenship

(salaried work, marriage, and a suit and tie)

over perceived indigenous forms of labor

that simultaneously became feminized such

as market trade and food preparation. Upon

independence, Matlon shows that a new

identity became available to Black men, one

that was both modern yet did not conform to

assimilationist imperatives condensed in the

évolué ideal. As a Black Atlantic anticolonial

discourse emerges, aesthetics and identities

that reject valorization of whiteness become

available. Such identities, tied to US social

movements in the 1960s, were according to

Matlon embedded in an anticapitalist and

transnational political subjectivity. Yet,

through processes of commodification, such

aesthetics became severed from the politics
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that brought them into being. The celebration of

Black beauty, she argues, became not much more

than a manner by which Black population came to

be included as consumers in a segmented market.

Moreover, this new market that ostensibly values

Black aesthetics depends on the commodification

of Black bodies. Pointing out the path not taken,

Matlon argues that “The construction of the Black

body as a commodity object uniquely positioned it

to critique articulations of Blackness-as

commodity fetish and exchange value. Yet

dominant imaginaries of Black masculinity have

proven compatible proponents of capital” (p. 64).

Finally, Matlon gives an ethnographic account of

how this commodified Black masculinity is

integral to racial capitalism by juxtaposing

performances of masculinity by street vendors

against masculine performance by political

orators. Through her description of the latter, a

group of men, highly educated yet excluded from

évolué status due to a shrinking state bureaucracy

in which they once may have found employment,

Matlon is able to show the continuities between the

present and the historical imposition of colonial

cultural norms. The street vendors reject this ideal,

associated it with the past of French rule and

perform a Black business identity instead. Drawing

on tropes of Black masculinity originating in sports

and hip hop, they situate themselves in a globally

imagined network of Black icons. While the

vendors counter dominant discourses in which

whiteness is equated to economic power, they do

so in a way that Matlon pointedly describes as a

hegemonic counter-narrative. Indeed, once the

street vendors had made it as businessmen,

professional athletes, or rappers, they’d have access

to a family life, luxury items, and global travel in

ways that correspond with masculine ideals under 

capitalism more generally.

Matlon convincingly shows that while both

groups may conceive of themselves as

distinct from each other, they operate under

similar constraints of unemployment and

aspire to similar masculine ideals. In addition,

she argues more implicitly that these Black

subjectivities are highly individualized. Even

notions of Blackness that have Black Atlantic

iconic reference points that may betray a

collective transnational consciousness, seem

to merely operate as a source of vindication

of masculinity. Matlon excels capturing these

ethics of individual accomplishment through

an in depth visual analysis of the cityscape

centering barbershops in the final chapter.

However, I wonder here whether actions

speak louder than words, or at least whether

they may have something to say. Beyond

their highly individualized discourse, the

men that Matlon encountered, seemed often

to act communally. For example, there is the

aspiring football player who gets material

support from his local community to be able

to practice and be freed from the everyday

labor of street vending. There is the hiphop

artist who sets up an organization that

organizes rap shows for the community, but

that also offers education, gives out business

loans and emergency aid, and implements

public works. Both the football player and the

hiphop artist seem to reveal a collective

consciousness that may not be apparent in

the masculinist capitalist discourse that is

continuously circulated in their social circles. 

For Matlon, the inability of the men she

studies to divest from the commodification

 



Making a sound argument about historical legacies

is tricky. It would have been easy to opt for a

coarse-grained analysis of Ivoirian political

economy that advances a straightforward history

of path dependence and cumulative disadvantage.

However, Matlon chooses a more difficult path: by

taking us through centuries of racial capitalism --

beginning with slavery, through colonialism,

decolonization and into the present – she puts

forward an argument about how institutional

infrastructures and imagined futures guide the

present-day action of her interlocutors.

Take the évolués – literally, “the evolved” – a

group of élite Black men who under French

colonial rule straddled the world of colonists and

that of African chiefs. No longer a mere subject but

also not a full rights-bearing citizen like the French

colonizers, the évolués were considered living

proof of the success of the French “civilizational

mission” (sic). For this, they were rewarded with

well-paying public sector employment, a literal

“mise-en-valeur.” The little that colonial systems

provided came crashing down as France withdrew

from Côte d’Ivoire, and the previously available

status of the évolué was no longer available as

public sector employment crumbled.

 After decolonization, the assimilationist

“privileges” (sic) that had shaped a local urban

bourgeoisie were replaced by an increasing share

of informal labor.  No longer able to access the

security and social status of formal labor, Matlon

argues, shifts both masculinist imaginaries and

men’s intimate and political behaviors, especially

from the 1980s onwards. Many men turn to

ritualized misogyny and entitled masculinity: in

short, évolué exceptionalism out of reach, they

attempt to thrive in systems of domination, rather 
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than rebel against them.  

Concretely, this means the men flock to

informal labor markets, even when these do

not provide sufficient salaries to support

them, much less sustain a breadwinner role in

families. This has the consequence that many

of the men refuse formal fatherhood

altogether, because they do not have the

means, “les moyens.” It also leads to an

idolization of the Anglophone world,

especially that of African Americans in the

entertainment sector. Moving on from

French colonial legacies thus takes the form

adopting neoliberal US forms of

commodification of the self, even where this

does not end up living up to prior potentials

for social and economic status. Matlon

describes this beautifully in chapter 10, “VIP

imaginaries.” Here she offers among others

the examples of a footballer called Patrick;

Tino and MC Black, the musicians who also

double as her research assistants and local

informants; as well as street vendors. Patrick,

an Abidjanais man who once played for a

club in Togo, has relied on his kin and

neighborhood to provide for him since

returning to take care of his ailing father. In

spite of getting on in age, both Patrick and his

community continue investing in him

because they believe that he stands a chance

at eventually being signed as a professional.

Avenues of French-style public sector

employment increasingly closed off, the only

opportunity for the men is now to aim for

media stardom, as unlikely as this is. 

Two exciting dissertations-in-progress are

dealing with similar questions of how 



of Blackness, prevents a liberatory Blackness that

counters racial capitalism. This raises the question

of where such an alternative liberatory subjectivity

could originate from. The main example Matlon

draws from is the anti-capitalism of the US-based

Black Power movement. I wonder whether there

were no examples to be found within the history of

Cote d’Ivoire itself. While formal decolonization is

touched upon, it is here cast aside as a group of

nationalist elites (évolués) replacing a group of

imperialist elites (French colonists). While this may

have been the decolonization that took place, there

surely have been movements that aspired to

something more or something different. What

happened to those movements? How were they

articulated to gendered expressions of Blackness?

As Matlon argues convincingly that Black

masculinity offers a crucial vantage point from

which to understand racial capitalism, she invites

further inquiry to understand how Black

masculinities are expressed within anti-capitalist

movements.

Finally, it is worth pointing out that despite the

constraints of capitalism, both groups of men

espoused anticolonial discourse. For street vendors

this meant rejecting what they perceived as French

masculine ideals and substituting them for US

capitalist ones. For Orators this meant a rejection

of direct influence of the French elites and

celebrating the rule of native elites who equally

invested in a capitalist order. However, their

rejection of French colonial rule reveals a much

more fundamental assertion of Black autonomy

that could potentially be articulated to an anti-

capitalist political project or to a rejection of

colonial heteronormative ideals.  Hence, I posit

that not all is lost, but as Matlon shows it seems

that for now autonomy is sought after within
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capitalist market processes of

commodification and consumption. In that

sense, this may also have been an

ethnography of the US, the analogies are

striking. 

Anna Skarpelis

Digitalization Postdoctoral Fellow

Berlin Social Science Center 

Means and Masculinity: On the Postcolonial

Afterlives of Ivoirians After Capitalism 

Matlon’s first book is a historically grounded

political ethnography of Black masculinity in

Abidjan, a city on the Southern Atlantic coast

of Côte d’Ivoire. The volume asks “how

racialized imaginaries of the ideal man

shifted in response to changing capitalist

regimes” (15). Thanks to multi-sited fieldwork

– including historical research, participant

observation fieldwork and interviews –

Matlon succeeds at articulating an argument

that goes above and beyond her 2016

American Sociological Review article. Where

the article showed how “hegemony operates

around producer-provider norms of

masculinity” (114), the book impressively

embeds these present-day actions in colonial

and postcolonial Ivoirian histories. This

review focuses on three themes that run

through the book: How to think through the

legacies of slavery and colonialism; how the

exclusion of Black men is instantiated under

racial capitalism; and how her interlocutors’

attempts at reclaiming masculinity and self-

worth reproduce gendered inequalities and

introduce new ethnic and regional ones.



imaginaries and historical legacies shape personal

agency. Julia Stier’s (2021) work on young

Senegalese’s migration decision finds that migrants

present their lives on social media in distorted and

only positive ways. This has two consequences:

Local Senegalese exhibit higher intentions to

migrate; and conversely, kin who stay behind have

come to expect regular remittances, even as the

migrants cannot really afford them because they

are stuck in bad jobs. Elena Ayala-Hurtado’s (2021)

work on Spanish youth in turn finds that although

young graduates denounce the “achievement

narrative” of future stable employment as

fraudulent, they still attach to it in spite of their

lived experience to the contrary.

I mention these in-progress works because they

show how productive it is to conduct ethnographic

work that combines the literatures on

temporalities and imagined futures with those on

migration and (racial) capitalism. Across different

cases, the scholarship reveals how dashed hopes

and expectations do not necessarily result in

despondency, but that discordant experiences may

be resolved by privileging past conditions and

hopes rather than acting based on one’s own lived

experience. Put differently: Hope dies last. And

this is something Matlon shows with sincerity

across the life histories of different men.

Matlon’s prose remains sincere and professional

even as she describes how an orator at the

Sorbonne – a postcolonial urban speaker’s corner

dominated by male nationalists – waves a black

dildo in the air while making jokes at her expense.

While one might miss a more in-depth

engagement with theory and substance of racial

capitalism in the overall book. Matlon’s argument

is complex and nuanced even when political
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 implications are thorny: For example when

she shows how Abidjanais men engage in

ritualized misogyny and entitled masculinity;

or when it turns out that French withdrawal

from Côte d’Ivoire is accompanied by the

collapse of lucrative public sector

employment. In less capable hands, such

complexities may have been described in

ways that could have exceptionalized the

men’s sexuality, or partially redeemed

colonial-period institutions. In Matlon’s

oeuvre on the other hand, we are taken into

the intimate worlds of “surplus” men’s

arrested masculinities, and understand how

the Black Atlantic enmeshes with historical

imaginaries of colonial-period évolués to

reproduce existing social cleavages. 

Notes
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 things are added. 

Now that idea of a collegial conversation is

great on one level, but it really doesn't take

into account the issues of power, the issues

of structural inclusion and exclusion that

have also existed. So I think, whilst it's

correct to think that the canon has never

been static and has always changed in

relation to an engagement with it, we also

have to recognize the structural inequalities

that have also shaped the canon and how to

address those.

For my part, the issue is not

straightforwardly about getting rid of the 

Anne Taylor (AT): Thank you, Professor

Bhambra, for speaking with us today! When

we applied for the editorship of this

newsletter, we were really interested in

exploring the idea of the canon - how it's been

constructed historically, and specifically how

to approach, in our contemporary period, the

questions of decolonizing the canon and

teaching a decolonial lens on the canon. What

is your view of the classical canon? Do you

think it's useful today? Should we keep it “as it

is” or should we add to it? Are there theorists

whose work we should stop teaching?

Gurminder K. Bhambra (GKB): Canons are

always contested. There's a problematic way in

which people think about the place of the

canon within contemporary scholarship, as a

matter of either/ or. It either becomes

something that has to be fully got rid of, or

kept the same as it's always been. What people

don't seem to engage with is that the canon

has changed over time. One of the ways in

which people have thought about the canon

and its changes is in terms of a conversation,

and as the conversation progresses, different

things come to the fore that are seen to be

significant and other things become less

significant. Those things drop away, and new 

Gurminder K. Bhambra is Professor of Postcolonial and

Decolonial Studies in the Department of International

Relations in the School of Global Studies, University of Sussex. 

 She is a Fellow of the British Academy, elected 2020, and a

Fellow of the Academy of Social Sciences, elected 2021.  She is

President of the British Sociological Association (2022-25) and

is currently working on her Leverhulme Trust Major Research

Fellowship project (2022-24) "Varieties of Colonialism,

Varieties of Empire." .
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canon, and certainly that's not the argument that

John Holmwood and I made in Colonialism and

Modern Social Theory. What we wished to do

with that book was to engage with the canon, and

engage with it by situating authors within the

context of their times. That context, for the most

part, was a colonial context; a colonial context

that was effectively erased in most subsequent

discussions of those canonical figures.

What we wanted to do was to put those figures

back in their time and then to rethink what it was

that they said explicitly in relation to those times,

and by doing so open up new questions.

Hopefully, once people have read the book,

they'll be confronted with new questions, new

avenues to explore, new ways of thinking about

the canon that actually transforms the canon

without having to make an argument for who

should be included or excluded.

I also think a canon provides the ground for us to

have that conversation, and in that sense it's

really important because it provides the

possibility for us to agree, but also to disagree

because it grounds our disagreements in

something that we have to engage with each

other about. It's not just talking past each other,

but actually, how do we talk to each other around

things that we might fundamentally disagree on.

And how could we then transform the terrain by

doing that?

AT: Then, in the context of how you're doing

this, when we're taught the classical texts or we're

teaching them, we are often referring to key

concepts like, ‘we're talking about Tocqueville

because we're talking about the idea of ‘the

nation’, or we're talking about Weber because

we're talking about the idea of 'legitimate 

 authority’. And so when we take on this

historical view, are we then able to use the

concepts in that same kind of “value free” way,

or are the concepts just products of history? 

GKB: Concepts are never value free, for a start.

Concepts always embody values and are located

within systems of values, and one of the things

that we really want to challenge with the book

was this idea that the concept somehow stands

alone outside of its history. What we sought to

demonstrate was the way in which the concepts

that we use within the social sciences have

emerged through a reflection on particular

histories; whereas, if we were to look at broader

histories, how would that change the shape of

the concept that we're using, and the significance

of that concept to how we might wish to use it in

terms of thinking about society more generally.

So, you were mentioning ‘legitimate authority’.

Weber’s idea, that is key to sociology, but also

across the social sciences more broadly, that the

state is that entity which has the monopoly on

the legitimate use of violence within a given

territory – that basically forms the conceptual

definition of the state as it's used within

sociology, within political science, and within

international relations. But if we go back to look

at the way in which Weber articulated that

concept, and what was going on at the time, one

of the things that we see is that the state didn't

simply exercise, or didn't simply have the

monopoly on the exercise of, violence within a

given ‘national’ territory. It also exercised

violence beyond that territory, and upon

populations that were not citizens of the state.

Yet that violence is nowhere theorized within

Weber or within the way in which sociologists

have gone on to use the concept of the state that 
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comes from Weber. They use it as a definition of

the ‘national state’ without considering how the

state became ‘national’ and what it was before it

did so.  

If we were to accept that colonialism was

something that was central to the activities of the

state when Weber was writing, and Weber's

refusal to acknowledge violence beyond the

national state as being meaningful for how we

might conceptualize the state itself in its other

than national activities and structures, then we

would have to rethink what the concept of the

state is - not only is it that entity which has the

monopoly on the legitimate exercise of violence

within a given territory, but it's also that entity

that illegitimately uses violence upon others and

against others.

How does legitimacy, then, operate? We see that

there is a division, a legitimacy for us secured in

values and domination of others secured by

power and fact. So the state isn't simply about

legitimacy, it's also about domination outside

values through which consent is secured. And

how does that change the way in which we then

work with the concept?

AT: So then if you zoom in, with that in mind, I

can see how that would apply to traditional

authority, legal rational authority, or charismatic

authority, but especially the first two because

perhaps those are products of modernity and

empire. Is that right?

GKB: Well, it would be right to also question the

distinction between modernity and empire. We

have this sense that our discipline is about the

modern, and what is “traditional” is left to the

discipline of anthropology.  Sociology, politics, 

economics all look at “modern” societies. The

social sciences are organized around this

distinction between the modern and the

traditional. But what that doesn't take into

account itself is the way in which that very divide

has been produced through colonial activities.

What would it be to call a society “modern” or

“traditional” except to think about the colonial

processes that have produced what we now

understand as “the modern.” There are many

layers or levels to this conceptual unpacking.

AT: In the introduction to Colonialism and

Modern Social Theory, you focus specifically on

European social theory, and say that you

consider America to be a European empire. Can

you explain this argument to our readers?

GKB: Yes, to clarify: when we say America, we

are thinking of the Americas as a whole as settler-

colonial nations to the extent that the shape of

the Americas and the various countries that

constitute the Americas, both in the North and

the South, have been configured predominantly

by European settlers who have gone in,

dispossessed indigenous populations, established

new states on top of old societies, and created

settler colonies.

There's this sense that the U.S. is a post-colonial

nation because of the American Revolution. But

from my perspective the American Revolution

was less a revolution and more a civil war,

because who was doing the fighting? It was

British people from Britain (and their

mercenaries) and British people in what we now

call America, and those British people who won

the fight against the British people from Britain

then went on to colonize the rest of that 
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continent in the north. So, for me it's not a post-

colonial nation, it's a settler-colonial nation with

everything that that implies. It is an offshoot of

European colonialism that developed

colonialism upon that continent and upon the

populations that had previously, and continue to

reside, there.

AT: That makes a lot of sense. And building on

that, as I was reading your book, I tried to tease

apart the different histories and projects of

settler colonialism from the general category of

European, and I thought, ‘well, okay, United

States does have its own unique history’ in the

sense of its different variables, so to speak. Is it

helpful to zoom in like that? Would you agree

that American social theory has its own unique

colonial histories to deal with that affect the

concepts and categories that we use today? 

GKB: I would say that it's not a unique project or

a unique history. I would say it's distinct. And so,

being distinct, it has particular issues that require

to be dealt with that perhaps are not prevalent in

the same way as they are in other places. If we

think about the fact that the U.S constituted itself,

almost from the beginning, as a slave society

explicitly, then whilst that society was facilitated

by European colonialism, it developed a very

particular form of its own that also needs to be

taken account of.

I don't think it's unique, because you can see

similar sorts of societies also within Brazil,

Argentina, across the Caribbean. We can also see

relations and continuities with other places.

Think about the way in which Europeans dealt

with Aboriginal peoples in Australia or within

South Africa, and the production of Apartheid.

Apartheid is not that dissimilar, I would suggest

from the forms of slave society that existed in the

U.S. And so we can think about these things

within a common frame, and it's important to

think about the continuities rather than to seek

uniqueness, because that abstracts out from

relations and my concern is always to locate

events, processes, societies within their relations.

AT: Definitely. I appreciate that clarity on the

word choice and how that changes the theoretical

approach. I’m really interested, then, in how

W.E.B Du Bois connects into this as an example

of an American scholar, situated within the larger

European colonial context we are discussing,

who was historically left out of the canon, who

was then added into the canon, and more and

more now teaching of his work goes beyond just

The Souls of Black Folk. Will you tell our readers

about the argument that you make in the book

about Du Bois' case?

GKB: Du Bois is an incredibly interesting

sociologist. Across his life, which was a very long

life, he articulated many different positions, and

engaged with a huge host of events, as well as

trying to think through how to transform the

society within which he was living. Through his

scholarship, through politics, through

journalism, through wider collaborative

activities, his key concern was always to

transform the particular structure of the U.S. and

it was something in which he failed, and I think

he recognized that failure. But he never gave up

trying to transform those conditions.

We can see within Du Bois’ work an interesting

process of learning that's also visible in his

writings. You can see with The Souls of Black

Folk that his focus is on the particularities of race 
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within the US, or race relations within the US.

You know the classic line, “the problem of the

twentieth century is the problem of the color-

line.” Over time, and in part as a consequence of

his activism as well as his thinking in relation to

broader issues, he comes to see the defining issue

for humanity as the address of colonial histories,

and of the colonial present, because it still was

present at the time that he's thinking about these

issues. I find it quite interesting to think about

that trajectory from race relations in the U.S. to

an understanding of the colonization that has

configured the world in a broader sense, and

then the ways in which he connects these

processes together. There's a huge amount that

one could say about Du Bois, and for me this is

perhaps one of the most significant aspects of his

work.

In terms of his place within U.S. sociology or

sociology more generally, I'll give one example,

and this is something that I wrote about a

number of years ago in a piece on Du Bois and

this idea of segregated sociologies. There was a

volume that was published on the 100th

anniversary of the American Sociological

Association. It was a huge volume and within it

only three chapters explicitly addressed Du Bois,

and two of those chapters were written by

African American colleagues. None of the other

authors even mentioned Du Bois in their

accounts of the institutional history of U.S.

sociology. And yet, some of them had written

articles, individually and separately, talking about

Du Bois as a sociologist. I found it really odd that

scholars could write about Du Bois as a

sociologist and write about his sociology, and yet,

when it came to writing the institutional history

of sociology in the U.S., not include him. In that

sense, that notion of a segregated sociology, I 

think, runs very deep, and very possibly

continues through into the present to the extent

that Du Bois is understood as exceptional and not

as sociological. Du Bois just did the work, and

he's shown us the enormity of the tasks that need

to be addressed and the ongoing need to address

them.

AT: On the idea of Du Bois as exceptional, in the

social theory classes I’ve both taken and taught,

Franz Fanon has been on the syllabus as a non-

American example of a theorist who is also

speaking to issues of race, and from the

American perspective this is often framed as

exceptional for the colonial context in which he

writes, as if America is not a colonial context.

And it strikes me that we make these additions to

the canon because of their seeming

exceptionality, for the seeming uniqueness of

what they speak to. I've just been introduced to a

theorist named Edward Glissant, and his book

The Poetics of Relation has never been included

in the theory courses I’ve been involved in

sociology, but his work is very similar to Fanon

in terms of his educational history and the

contexts and topics he writes about. What can we

learn from these sorts of selections and

omissions as we seek to decolonize and expand

the canon?

GKB: There are so many people who could be in

the canon. There are many ways to do the sort of

work that we're interested in, and for me,

alongside Colonialism and Modern Social Theory,

one thing that I've done over the last few years is

this website called Global Social Theory.  That

partly came out of teaching social theory and

trying to find ways of extending the range of

people that we taught as social theorists, and

always finding pushback - not necessarily 
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people being hostile to the idea, but it was often

framed in terms of ‘I don't have the time. How

am I supposed to find out about these people?’

And I thought, ‘okay, fine. I accept that. We're all

pressed for time.’ Also, how do you find people if

you've never been introduced to anyone outside

of the standard canon before? So, I thought I'd

set up a website that presents short, introductory

sketches about different theorists. It's all

collaboratively sourced; people would often

contact me on social media and say, ‘Why, don't

you have an entry on this person?’ And I'd be

like, ‘Great! Write it! I’ll put it up.’ So lots of

people have contributed! 

People think - they're just not always recognized

as thinkers. One of the things that hopefully

through Colonialism and Modern Social Theory

we've also been able to do is, by engaging with

the canon and specifically locating it in those

colonial histories, we've opened up the space to

also think about who else could be brought in as

thinkers of these events. Obviously, the people

who were subject to colonialism thought about

what it was because they were subject to it; but

we rarely find their thought presented in

standard accounts of social theory. 

Beyond Fanon and Glissant and Cesare, there are

two people who I’ll mention briefly: Anna Julia

Cooper is the first African American woman to

get a PhD, and she gets it from the Sorbonne at

the age of 67. She's worked her entire life as a

teacher and activist. Her thesis is on comparing

the Haitian and French Revolutions, which she

wrote a number of years before C.L.R. James

publishes The Black Jacobins.  I think she's

making a much more radical critique of the

relationship between those revolutions than

C.L.R James who, in a sense, devolves the Haitian 

Revolution to a form of the French by calling it

Black Jacobins from the outset. Yet very few

people, except those who are really interested in

the Haitian Revolution, know of her work. But

she's also written explicitly on the issues of being

an African American woman in the South in the

U.S. There are other works of hers that could also

be brought in. 

Then, from the context of the British

colonization of India, there's somebody called

Dadabhai Naoroji. He's one of the first to make

an argument about ‘colonial drain’; that is, the

extent of the wealth and resources that the

British took from the Indian subcontinent and

brought to Britain. He wrote a book called

Poverty and Un-British Rule. It's written in

English, and it's published in London. I'd never

heard of him until I was researching some of

these things specifically, and then I found out

also that he had actually been elected as an MP to

the British Parliament. This isn't an insignificant

figure, and yet he's been written out of most

histories of that relationship, or at least from the

British side. In India he's known much more, but

certainly in my education I never came across

him or knew who he was. Yet this idea of

“colonial drain” is an extraordinarily powerful

concept to think about the relationship between

the colonizer and the colonized, and it's

something that I think we really need to think

about much more. 

AT: I really appreciate that. I know that I'm

probably not alone in having had experiences

where I'm teaching social theory and students

will ask, “why aren’t we reading X person?” Even

as a graduate student, when I don't really have

much control over the syllabus, students will still

come to me and say, “why aren't we reading 
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more work on Black Feminism or work by

Indigenous scholars?” It's always a lesson, every

time, on how to talk about the canon.

Vasfiye Betul Toprak (VBT): I find this striking. It

seems to me like your project overall is not to

say, ‘this canon is all wrong, here are the people

that should be considered as canonical, and we

should include this other person and then this

person that has been unrecognized,’ but is rather

to interrogate and expose the dynamics of power

and domination that have led both to the

exclusion of the figures that you've mentioned,

for example, and to the taking of Marx, Weber,

Durkheim as the canon without questioning.

That seems to be your purpose.

GKB: Absolutely. I'm interested in thinking about

how knowledge is produced, and I don't think

that individuals produce knowledge. So, whether

we read Marx, Weber, or Durkheim doesn't

really matter. We could get rid of them, but if we

got rid of them and still used the categories of

capitalism or the state or society as they

articulated them, we would be reproducing the

very same problems. We need to rethink the

adequacy of the concepts and the categories that

we use on the basis of the failure of those who

configured them to explicitly recognize the

colonial histories that are central to them but

elided from their configuration. That isn't

something that can be done by saying, ‘oh, get

rid of Marx, Weber, Durkheim. Let’s just read

these other people,’ because everything exists in

relation. You're never going to find someone

who hasn't engaged with others. Knowledge is a

social endeavor.  

AT: As an example of that, Tocqueville seems

like a really good example of what we are talking 

about here. We often teach Democracy in

America and maybe just one chapter from the

book, likely the chapter we read in our graduate

seminar, without knowing about his other

writings, like those on Algeria. Can you talk about

the balance of teaching the historical concepts

we've learned from a classic like Democracy in

America while at the same time problematizing

his views on Algeria?

GKB: When Democracy in America is taught, it's

often made available in abridged form. The

longest chapter within it, which is the chapter

concerning the relations between “The Three

Races,” is often excised from the abridged

versions. In a much earlier project that I was

doing with a colleague of mine, Vicky Margree,

we were looking at the work of Tocqueville and

Beaumont together; when Tocqueville came to

America, he came with his friend and

collaborator, Gustave de Beaumont, and in their

correspondence Tocqueville has said, ‘no one can

understand what I’m arguing in Democracy in

America if they don't read the chapter on “The

Three Races” because everything that I have to

say otherwise is, in a sense, negated by that

chapter. What that chapter does is point to the

impossibility of democracy for those he

identifies as African-Americans and as

Indigenous peoples, and that democracy is

something that's only possible for Europeans. In

his own reflection of the impossibility of

democracy for, if you like, a multicultural polity,

that chapter in itself should call us to question

what is treated elsewhere in the book - but not if

it's not included in the book, or if it's not taught

when Democracy in America is taught.

In addition to that, when Beaumont and

Tocqueville were traveling, they both wanted to 
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write on America, and they decided that

Tocqueville would work on issues of democracy

and government and Beaumont would address

the issues of slavery. But they envisaged that

both books should be read together because they

thought that you couldn't understand one

without the other. Now Beaumont's book on

slavery, he ends up writing it as a novel and I

think that's interesting as well, because, in a

sense, the situation was so confronting that it

wasn't clear to him how he should write it as a

sociological or political science treatise. It's not

translated into English until around 100 years

after Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, so

very few people who didn't read French would

have been aware of it. There's been a separation

of these two books which for the authors were

supposed to be read together. So again, if you

read the main part of Democracy in America in

relation to that chapter, and in relation to

Beaumont's book, and then think about his

writings on Algeria, you would have a whole

other sense of who Tocqueville was and the

argument that he was making. 

One of the things that I think his writings on

Algeria highlight, is the extent to which

Tocqueville is an advocate of European

colonialism. You see that most clearly in his

writings on Algeria because there, what you’ve

got, is French colonization of lands that he thinks

is right and appropriate, and while he’s sort of

sympathetic and concerned about the treatment

of Indigenous peoples in the Americas, he's not

at all in the context of what France is doing in

Algeria. And that, for some people, has been

presented as a paradox while for others it’s not;

Doug Stokes, for instance, has written a piece

saying that it's not a paradox if you frame his

engagements with both places in terms of his 

understandings of race more explicitly, because

then you see that what he's invested in is the

maintenance of European supremacy. 

Even in Democracy in America, he doesn't think

it's possible for African Americans, Indigenous

peoples and Europeans to live together. His

predictions are effectively that Europeans will

reach the Western seaboard, and when they do

that Indigenous peoples will have been

annihilated and the best that could be hoped for

African Americans would either be that they

would be repatriated to Africa, or that they would

be given some land and have an autonomous

state, but he couldn't see a future for the U.S that

involved a democracy of all races.

So, in terms of thinking about who we included

within our book, having Tocqueville at the start,

and Du Bois at the end was important in part

because Du Bois had to live the future that

Tocqueville couldn't even imagine, and he lived

it being at the effect of it, and Du Bois’ theory

comes from that. 

AT: That's really powerful, and I think that's also

a really useful framing, too, to take as a lesson

from this conversation - like changing up a

syllabus structure, and putting Tocqueville at the

beginning and putting Du Bois at the end, not to

privilege or lessen one or the other, but to

actually frame that narrative.

VBT: Reading your book Rethinking Modernity:

Postcolonialism and the Sociological Imagination, I

was really fascinated by your development of the

idea of European significance and specialness.

You contest accounts of modernity and

modernization by revealing their inherent

assumption of European 
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and you demonstrate this through three myths –

the Renaissance and the myth of European

integrity, the myth of the modern nation-state,

and industrial capitalism. I'm curious to hear

how you arrived at this concept of significance as

the underlying central tenet in your theory.

GKB: When I was doing the research that

eventually became Rethinking Modernity, I was

struck by the fact that you had scholars who

talked about the European miracle, or talked

about events within Europe which should be

interpreted as the European miracle. So that's

obviously an evaluative assessment that regards

the events as being of great significance, not just

for Europe, but for the world – particularly given

this term, ‘miracle’. Then there was a push back

against that, and you had scholars who would

argue that it shouldn't be understood as a

miracle, but nonetheless the events were

significant. And then you had people who

critiqued that, who said, even if Europe had these

events, other places had similar events or the

same events. They had them before Europe did,

and so on. There was this sense that the

disagreements that everybody was having was

either about the significance of these events, or

the fact that other places had done it before

Europe, or at least on their own separate from

Europe. 

My sense of it was that, actually, did these events

happen in Europe? Are they European events?

Because the events that are being talked about

are not events that could have happened

endogenously in Europe. If we think about the

Industrial Revolution, for example, whenever

I've done various talks on this around the world,

and wherever I asked the question, “Where did

the Industrial Revolution begin?” Everybody

says, “from Europe”. “More specific?” “Britain.”

“Be more specific.” “Manchester and Lancaster.”

The industrial revolution begins in Manchester

and Lancaster. Why? Because of cotton.

Anywhere you go – that's the story. Well, let's

take cotton. Where does cotton come from? It

doesn't grow in England. It doesn't come from

England. It doesn't grow in Europe. It comes

from India, as does the technology of how to dye

and weave it. It's grown in the Southern States of

the US, by Africans, who are taken there as part

of the European trade in human beings. The raw

material is brought to Manchester, where it's

turned into cloth, and that cloth is then sold

around the world usually at the point of a gun,

because it's of such inferior quality to cotton

produced in other places.

The idea that the Industrial Revolution began in

Manchester when cotton is something that

doesn't even grow there is an impossible story. It

can only be a global story, not a European story.

I'm not contesting the fact of the Industrial

Revolution. I'm contesting the history that we

attribute to the fact and arguing that actually it's a

global history, already. It's not that the Industrial

Revolution creates globalization, but

globalization, that is colonization, is what creates

the Industrial Revolution. It enables it in its own

terms. 

Within Rethinking Modernity, what I also did

with the French Revolution and the Renaissance

is to locate these events that are understood as

European within their broader colonial histories,

to demonstrate that without the circulation of

texts within the Islamic world, there wouldn't

have been the possibility for what's understood

as the Renaissance, in the European context. And

yet, the writing out of those contributions is what  
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makes the Renaissance distinctive – or its

claimed distinction – whereas that again, is an

impossibility without these recoveries. I'm not

interested in who did it first. Is it this? Is it that?

I'm interested in the connections that actually

enable these things to emerge in the first place. 

VBT: You use the words significance and myth

together in this book. The scholarship on

political myth in political philosophy also

theorizes that myth has something to do with

significance – our own notions of how and why

we matter in this world – in making certain kinds

of political action possible. It seems very in line

with what you are saying, that we have this

notion of European significance, and in some

way, that actually might have made possible the

kinds of things that have been done with

European colonialism. Have you engaged with

this scholarship in any way?

GKB: I haven't engaged with that scholarship. I

was using the term in a way almost more

prosaically, in its common sense understanding.

But I absolutely acknowledge the power that

you're setting out, that those terms also have. For

me the idea of myth, or a myth, has power,

because it's believed to be true. There's this sense

that the communication of social scientific

knowledge isn't just about concepts and facts, but

it's also got a rhetorical dimension that's

constructed through narrative. The way in which

that narrative is organized and reproduced is

really powerful. Like I was saying, where does the

Industrial Revolution begin? Everybody says

Manchester and cotton. That isn't because

they've studied it, and they know it. It's just

because that's the myth that circulates.

Somebody who is very good at this and from  

whom I probably derive some of this thinking is

Michel-Rolph Trouillot and his book, Silencing

the Past. He talks about the fact that as a

historian, he would go into class and teach

history from sources and so on. But students

would come back with their understandings of

that history which were all developed from TV

programs, or films, or novels that they had read.

Because it's not just historians who write history

– novelists do it, filmmakers do it. They're

usually much more effective at disseminating

their understanding than we are as academics.

What we're having to engage with in the

classroom is the wealth and power of the

circulation of narratives that exist in the world

outside the university, and then trying to get

students to think critically about the production

of those myths and to think about the ways that

we might need to do this differently or think

about this differently. The idea of myth was

trying to capture that idea of the narrative that

gives substance to facts and concepts. 

VBT: What is your overall approach to the

concept of modernity? Can there be an account

of modernity without Europe? What would your

suggestions be for someone studying

modernization in non-Western contexts? How

can they go beyond this inherent, implicit

assumption of European significance?

GKB: My understanding of modernity is colonial

modernity, and that's not a form of alternative

modernity. It’s not like there's European

modernity and then there is colonial modernity.

What I'm arguing for is modernity to be

understood as colonial modernity. Thus far,

we've understood modernity as European

modernity, whether we add the label European

to it or not. Modernity cannot be understood 
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outside the colonial processes that have

produced it. Anything that we might wish to

understand as modern, we have to understand in

its colonial context. In that sense, even in

framing the question of wishing to study non-

western modernization, well, why assume you

know what modernization is, or what the non-

West is? Why give up modernity to Europe?

There were modernizing processes, however we

might want to think about them, within all

contexts. If we think that Europe is already the

place that does it first, then any innovation

elsewhere can only occur subsequently to

Europe. 

For instance, freedom in its originary moment

emerges in the struggles against colonial

modernity, against the imposition of

colonization by Europeans. I think that if we

understood modernity as colonial modernity,

then we would understand, again, that what is

claimed to be freedom in Europe is only brought

through the practice of unfreedom that's

imposed elsewhere. In that context when those

places become free, they're the ones who are

actually instantiating freedom. Their response to

being enslaved, or subjugated, or dominated is,

for the most part, to argue for freedom for

everybody. There's a difference between the

rhetoric that European intellectuals have of the

emergence of freedom within Europe and the

reality of freedom emerging in the contestation

of European colonization. And we need to do the

work of rescuing those narratives from the

condescension of European enlightenment

traditions and giving them their place within

scholarship and politics. 

AT: Can you speak to us a little bit about your

project Connected Sociologies? How is that 

distinct from Global Social Theory, the project

you mentioned previously?

GKB: I set up Global Social Theory in 2015 and

that was an attempt to collect together short

accounts of different theorists from around the

world who've engaged in thinking about the

conditions that they've been living through. It

includes a short introduction to them and their

work, a few open access readings that people

could follow up on, and then some questions that

people could use to structure their thinking. So it

was organized almost like an insert for a syllabus,

and it's open access, so if you wanted to diversify

your reading list, you could go to that. Or if you

don't want to do that but you want to tell your

students, ‘look, our syllabus is what it is but here's

this website which is organized like a syllabus.

Feel free to go and explore the different thinkers

who are there, and so on.’ The website continues

to grow and I'm still adding new figures to it

whenever anybody suggests any, and I'm always

happy to hear from people who want new figures

added.  

Connected Sociologies is an attempt to do the

same, but for the teaching of sociology more

broadly, and for that we got funding from The

Sociological Review Foundation here in Britain

to do this project. What we've done here is

produce open access lectures, readings and

questions, and sought to construct a syllabus that

engages with the key themes of sociology but

from a perspective that's taking colonialism

seriously. Our first module was on the making of

the modern world in which we addressed issues

of enslavement, appropriation, indenture,

extraction,  we talked about post-colonial

feminism, and so on.  We now have about 8

modules.  Our other modules are on colonial 
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global economy, the environment and

extraction, on police and violence - a range of

topics. And it's just about providing resources to

people both for those of us who teach and those

of us who are students to open up and expand

the curriculum in the ways in which it's

important for it to be expanded. It’s available as a

resource for people.

AT: That’s great to hear. What a helpful resource.

One of the things that we've been really

interested in highlighting as editors is public

theory and the question of how we can make our

theory do something in the world. And so, taking

this project of Connected Sociologies as a

resource that does something, can you speak

about any wins and challenges in the process of

creating this resource for those who might want

to create something similar? And also,

institutionally speaking, how has Connected

Sociologies been received by the British

Sociological Association?

GKB: One of the responses that we got to the

Connected Sociologies program was from a few

retired colleagues who were watching the videos

and engaging with the material, and they wrote

to us and said, ‘oh, it's great, you know. I'm no

longer teaching, I'm retired. But this is such a

nice way to keep connected with developments

that are happening within sociology.’ And that

was quite surprising because that wasn't the

demographic that we were aiming at, but it was

great to see that people were engaging with these

resources. 

Also, Amit Singh, who is the project manager for

the project and has been organizing it - he

started out as a PhD student and he's now a

lecturer - he has been taking the videos and the 

material to sixth form classes, to 16 to 18 year

olds, in London. The students would watch the

videos, and then he would organize the

discussion of the themes. So with Connected

Sociologies, then, you don’t need to have

expertise across this whole range of topics to

engage young people. That's been fantastic. 

Last year, for the first time since COVID, we

were able to hold an in-person, free summer

school that was open to anybody who wished to

come. It was put on Eventbrite, and we held it at

one of the schools that Amit worked with which

created a different space for these conversations.

We had a lot of students attend, some sixth form

students, undergrad students, PhD students. We

had a few academics who were interested in

themes. But we also had members of the general

public who had seen the event on Eventbrite -

they had been looking at what to do this weekend

in their local area, and our event came up - and

they came along to it. It was one of the most

diverse spaces that I'd been in, and it just

facilitated a huge number of conversations. And

so that's been really great. 

In terms of challenges - well, for understandable

reasons, it was almost easier to get the videos up

during the period of lockdown. It's become a

little bit more difficult now. For next year our

plan is to organize more in-person events where

we can bring people together around these topics

and have the online material as the resource that

can be used at any time.

The British Sociological Association is - well, I'm

President of it at the moment, so it sort of has to

take these issues seriously. (laughter) I'm doing

the Presidential Address next year, and plan to

speak on that sense that we need to do sociology 
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differently. But separately from anything that I

did and before I took on this role, the BSA has

been organizing a review of the teaching of race

within the curriculum across the UK and will be

releasing some resources on that at the time of

the next conference. There's lots of different

initiatives that people are doing that hopefully,

when you have these little things that can

sometimes seem small and isolated, but as they

build, they ricochet off each other, amplify each

other, and before you know it, you've got some

degree of change.

AT: Yeah! Absolutely. That’s the goal! You had

mentioned two scholars earlier that you wanted

other theorists to know about. Are there any

other theorists you’d say should be added to

every theory syllabus? 

GKB: I would also like to put forward the work of

Utsa Patnaik who's done a huge amount of work

rethinking political economy, and I just think

she's extraordinary. She's completely changed

the way in which I think about issues of political

economy and has raised issues that I hadn't

previously been aware of.

AT: To wrap up, what are you working on now?

Are you excited about any endeavors or

conceptual challenges that you're working

through?

GKB: I’ve just got funding for a research project

on varieties of empire and varieties of

colonialism. What I am seeking to do through

this project is to look at issues of colonial taxation

and national welfare across European empires,

but also empires in Europe and other empires. 

 What I want to focus on are questions of

solidarity and legitimacy, and how those change,

or how our understandings of those change, once

we take colonial histories seriously. It's an

attempt to shift from taking the nation as the

methodological unit of analysis within the social

sciences to having empire be that foundational

block, and then how would that change the social

science that we do if we were to start from

empire rather than nation.

This interview has been revised and shortened for

clarity.

The co-editors of Perspectives are deeply grateful for

the insights Gurminder K Bhambra shared with us in

this interview. Please check out the resources

mentioned at https://globalsocialtheory.org and

https://connectedsociologies.org.
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I study the ongoing histories of U.S. settler

colonialism. Through my own interrogations of

what it has meant to be a haole (white settler) in

Hawai‘i, I have learned from Indigenous feminists

from Oceania who have contributed frameworks

for analyzing race rooted in movements for

deoccupation, demilitarization, and Indigenous

sovereignty(Kauanui 2018; Trask 1999).

Specifically, Aileen Moreton-Robinson (Goepul)

(2015) and Maile Arvin (Kanaka Maoli) (2019)

theorize whiteness as a possessive form of power.

This framework departs from dominant

understandings of whiteness as exclusionary or

invisible. My current book manuscript,

Interlocking Erasures: U.S. Empire, Whiteness,

and the Terraforming of Politics, argues that

whiteness often operates as a mask for state and

settler power. Erasures of whiteness, of the

empire, and of the state within studies of race

become hypervisible when conceptualizing the

U.S. as a settler colonial empire-state rather than a

nation-state (Bacon and Norton 2019; Go 2017;

Jung and Kwon 2013; McKay, Vinyeta, and 

Norgaard 2020). Throughout this project, I place

Virginia and Hawai‘i in relational comparison to

demonstrate how whiteness operated at various

points of U.S. state formation and in contexts

with divergent policies surrounding segregation,

integration, sexuality, gender and “interracial”

relationships. These connected histories explain

how and why settlers often disagreed about how

best to conceive of and deploy race. And yet,

across time and place, they used race as a proxy

for degrees of statelessness, and later, perceived

estimations of loyalty to the U.S. empire-state. In

short, my project shows that settler colonists

constructed and used race to maintain empire-

state-rule, but in contradictory ways given place-

based and geopolitical concerns.

My broader research agenda is motivated by

what I believe is a central challenge of humanist

sociology: how to confront structural issues

without relying on and reinforcing the colonial

states and institutions at their root.  Whether it be

epidemics (White 2023), water crises at home 

Dr. Heidi Nicholls is sociologist of race and U.S. empire. Her current book

project argues that settler colonists employed whiteness as a marker of loyalty

to the empire during key periods of conquest of Hawai‘i and what is now

Virginia. She received her Ph.D. in sociology at the University of Virginia in

2022 and is a Black Beyond Data postdoctoral fellow at Johns Hopkins

University and a Council on Library and Information Resources postdoctoral

fellow. Her recent publications can be found in Political Power and Social Theory

and Sociology Compass. She is also the managing editor for the journal Humanity

and Society.

Twitter: @HeidiCNicholls

Website: https://heidinicholls.weebly.com
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and around the world (Uesugi 2022), or the unequal impacts of a climate

reeling from 500 years of European conquest (Grove 2019), the largest threats

to human and more-than-human life may seem to require global socio-

political intervention. However, if history is any guide, giving power to

colonial states would exacerbate such issues. With inspiration from Wynter

(Scott 2000; Wynter 2003), a humanist sociology seeks out alternative modes

that reclaim personhood from membership in colonial states. It strengthens

the knowledge and relationships that have always existed for nations,

communities, and individuals to live in self-determined ways. As a part of my

postdoctoral work at Johns Hopkins University, I examine how medical

institutions and public health programs have emerged out of empires and

submerged alternative ways of attending to corporeal and collective health. I

am currently working on an interactive digital project, titled Otherwise

Bodies, that is both an archive of colonial forms of medicine and a database

of imaginings—relational representations of past, present, and possible

ecologies of health. The project will foster reflections on bodies surviving

empire and thriving through various lifeways. Please contact me if you would

like to get involved.
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My dissertation, Transnational Politics of Christian

Persecution, examines how representations of

Christian persecution in the Middle East are

intertwined in the transnational politics of

religion. By the transnational politics of religion, I

mean both the domestic polarization of religious

freedom as a strategic tool to advance a

conservative political agenda, as well as the global

politics of the war on terror that has positioned

religious minorities in a bind between

counterterrorism and authoritarianism. Based on

18 months of ethnographic fieldwork between the

Middle East and Washington, DC, I examine how

incidents of violence against Christians are not

just made meaningful among Copts in Egypt, but

have also resonated transnationally, especially

among American Christian conservatives,

through a process of creating a shared Christian

identity.  Aligning the plight of Christians in the

Middle East firmly within conservative religious

freedom advocacy, however, has implications for

diaspora advocates who are left navigating the

domestic polarization of religious freedom and 

its implications on US foreign policy on human

rights and democracy. The dissertation, thus,

unravels these transnational entanglements in an

attempt to understand how Christian persecution

is constructed transnationally—between sites of

violence and sites of advocacy and policymaking

—and its implications for US domestic and

foreign policy on religion and rights.
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focus on the Middle East and the United States. Her research on the
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of religion and rights has been published in the American Journal of Cultural

Sociology and the Minneapolis Journal of International Law. This research has
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My dissertation project “Journeys to Traditional

Sufi Islam in America: Self-transcendence,

Tradition, and Social Change in the

Contemporary Modern World” first began with

the question of what attracts contemporary

Americans to traditional Sufi Islam. The answer

to my question of why Americans turn to Sufism,

also known as Islamic mysticism (tasawwuf), was

not simple or straightforward. And, I found, often

unexpectedly, that it involved, in Dewey’s (1925)

terms, “complex entanglements” with Sufism’s

somewhat unique approach to spirituality,

tradition, and social change.

At the heart of Sufi spirituality is the process of

self-transcendence which focuses on transcending

one’s nafs (i.e., lower self or ego). For the Sufis,

transcending the self via realization of personal

weaknesses, disciplining of negative desires, and

cultivations of virtues open the door to personal

freedom, healing, spiritual fulfillment, and self-

realization. Individuals submit to a Sufi Master, 

known as Shaykh, and follow the distinct spiritual

methodology and cultural tools laid out by each

Sufi order to engage with such reflexive work in

order to develop a closer relationship with God

and to become insan al-kamil—an example of

spiritual perfection. 

What makes the Sufi mystics’ inward journey of

transcendence sociologically intriguing is the fact

that it is enabled by the parameters of tradition

(i.e., religious authority, norms, hierarchies). This

finding challenges assumptions concerning

spirituality as an inward turn away from

traditional authority and complicates the

perceived divide between spirituality and

organized religion. Additionally, I examine the

Sufis’ claims concerning how transcending the

nafs, or at least limiting it, is viewed as a catalyst

for broader social change. While inner mystical

practices aimed at transcending one’s nafs are

often difficult to link to social change because of

their individual focus, I show how these practices 

Feyza Akova is a PhD candidate in sociology at the University of Notre
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dissertation project has been supported with the Lake Dissertation

Fellowship from Indiana University Lilly Family School of

Philanthropy.
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motivate individuals toward acts of service, love,

and giving and inspires change in others through

face-to-face interactions. 

Through employing a broad array of qualitative

methods, including multisite in-person and

online participant observation of Sufi

communities, interviews, and content analysis,

my dissertation work ultimately seeks to unsettle

several binary understandings concerning

religion, including spirituality vs. organized

religion, autonomy vs. religious authority,

reflexivity vs. tradition, and habituation vs.

individuality, while also theorizing the link

between self-transcendence and social change.

My general approach is informed by the lived

religion perspective which views religious

pathways as not straightforward but as dynamic

and complex (Ammerman 2007; McGuire 2008) .

I also take inspiration from the works of Saba

Mahmood (2005) and Talal Asad (1993) , who

show how conceptions of selfhood are reframed

in the Islamic tradition in creative ways and how

these perceptions dispute Western normative

understandings concerning religion and agency.

References:

Asad, Talal. 1993. Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and
Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam. Baltimore &
London: John Hopkins University Press. 

Ammerman, Nancy T., ed. 2007. Everyday Religion:
Observing Modern Religious Lives. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Dewey, John. 1925. Experience and Nature. Chicago &
London: Open Court Publishing Company.

Mahmood, Saba. 2005. Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival
and the Feminist Subject. Princeton: Princeton University
Press. 

McGuire, Meredith B. 2008. Lived Religion: Faith and
Practice in Everyday Life. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

PERSPECTIVES |  DECEMBER 2022



Emerging Social Theorists
Davon Norris

University of Michigan

43

I am an economic sociologist who tries to

understand how our tools for determining what is

valuable, worthwhile, or good are implicated in

patterns of inequality with an acute concern for

racial inequality. While I had a brief detour using

the NBA as a case, most of my work tackles this

broad theoretical question by focusing on the

scores and ratings that animate credit and

financial markets. Here, my published work

highlights the political biases that permeate the

construction of city credit ratings (Norris 2022) as

well as the ways that even without those biases

city credit ratings embed racism and perpetuate

racial inequality between cities through the

particular inputs used to create those ratings

(Norris 2021).

This latter work on racism in ratings highlighted

how common approaches to identifying racial

inequality in social science research fail to grasp

how racism is institutionalized in an era of ratings

and scores.  Typically, analyses rely heavily on

the existence of a statistically significant race  

variable in regression to provide evidence of

pernicious racial inequality, but these largely do

not exist in ratings and scores because those

characteristics are not used as overt inputs. This

led me to questions I am grappling with in my

current project that center race and consumer

credit scores. 

 

In consumer credit, there has been a growing

consensus that using more data in credit scores is

a way to promote racial inclusion despite claims

that algorithms are fundamentally racist. I

analyze congressional hearings, regulatory

documents, and antidiscrimination court cases

from 1968-2019 to assess how a range of actors

cognized inequality and came to understand

what constituted pernicious racial inequality in

credit scores. This analysis highlights how

foundational legislation in credit markets

instituted a narrow logic of discrimination that

became increasingly narrow throughout the late

20th century. Legal doctrine and regulatory

enforcement evolved to identify racial inequality 
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primarily through a reliance on statistical

evidence and significant race variables in

regression displacing attention to the ways racism

manifested through non-race variables. Because

significant race variables did not exist in analyses

of credit scores, legal institutions and politicians

grew increasingly unable to critique credit scores

as racially unequal despite a pervasiveness of

racial inequality. I argue this epistemological

inability for institutions to cognize inequality

cleared the way for growing comfort for

expanding the data used in scores under a banner

of racial inclusion by narrowly bounding what

counts as racial exclusion. Ultimately, this project

suggests that contemporary problems of

algorithms and racial inequality may be less about

whether algorithms like credit scores perpetuate

racism and more about how we come to know if

they do or not. 
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