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ABSTRACT: The social sciences were founded at the height of the Euromodern era 
when the belief in infinite expansion coexisted with the willingness to enclose, 
categorize, and lock up a large part of humanity. The invention of the social sci-
ences was closely linked to this enterprise of disciplinarization of spaces and of 
populations which accompanied the expansion of capitalism and colonial con-
quest. Stigmatized, dominated, and colonized groups were constituted as objects 
by social scientists who considered themselves as pure subjects, and concealed the 
conditions under which they undertook their research and prohibited the colo-
nized from expressing their own subjectivity. Colonization also imposed a binary 
cartography of the world and a geography of reason with obligatory references 
and strict disciplinary divisions. There are many ways to decolonize knowledge, 
but they remain marginal in a world where white male supremacy is also epis-
temological. The rejection of disciplinary decadence implies not only a critical 
but a metacritical gesture, and the refusal of the imperative of objectivation and 
non-engagement.

KEYWORDS: antisemitism, colonialism, decolonialization, disciplinary deca-
dence, geography of reason, subalternism, undisciplining

An article by Lewis Gordon appeared little more than a decade ago in French 
calling for “Décoloniser le savoir à la suite de Frantz Fanon” (“Decolonizing 
Knowledge after Frantz Fanon”).1 Fanon, after W.E.B. Du Bois, is among the 
first group of thinkers to show to what extent Western philosophy and human 
sciences bore the mark of coloniality. Since then, we have started to under-
stand better how the decolonization of knowledge would lead to outlines of a 
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new geography of reason that would connect instead of splitting, delimiting, 
and hierarchizing thought.

Social Science between Capitalism and the Colony

Let us begin with a return to the founding moment of the social sciences as we 
have come to know them, at the height of what is called “modernity.”2 Read-
ing Max Weber has taught us that the entry into the Euromodern era was in-
trinsically linked to the development of capitalism with all its corollaries—in 
particular (Euromodern) science and the instrumental rationality that puts 
calculation at the center of all intellectual processes and all political projects. 
Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno showed that although this instrumental 
rationality allowed for an incredible development of productive forces, tech-
nique, and technologies—in short, that it gave the feeling of being able to con-
trol the world—it was also a bearer of dehumanization, destruction, and death. 
Rationality, promoted by the much-vaunted European Enlightenment, had as 
a dark side the transformation of human beings into things (reification) or an-
imals (animalization) treated at best as beasts of burden, or, at worst, doomed 
to be exterminated as pests, insects, or small mammals.3

 The Euromodern era was equally marked by the belief in infinite ex-
pansion with the conquest and enslavement of distant worlds—namely, col-
onization.4 At the same time, and in a manner that was both dialectical and 
complementary, this expansion undertook to enclose, categorize, delimit, and 
lock up the rest of humanity. Locking them up in asylums and prisons through 
inventing madness and criminality as categories, as Michel Foucault has 
shown, included locking people up in factories and domestic spaces.5 The ad-
vent of bourgeois society was indeed marked by the exclusion of women from 
the open space of the street. Thanks to the work of historian and linguist Éliane 
Viennot, we now know that bourgeois modernity, far from ensuring progress 
for the condition of women, has, on the contrary, deprived us of rights and 
freedoms.6

The invention of the human sciences, then of the Euromodern social sci-
ences, is closely linked to this enterprise of control and disciplinarization: 
disciplinarization of spaces and disciplinarization of populations, which ac-
company the expansion of capitalism and colonial conquest. One of the earliest 
efforts to organize these sciences emerged in 1799, within a learned society, La 
Société des Observateurs de l’Homme (“Society for Observers of Man”), which 
brought together naturalists, physicians, and “explorers.” It included the nav-
igator Louis-Antoine de Bougainville, for whom, as they themselves claimed, 
nothing human was foreign. The objective of this group was clearly drawn. It 
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was, as one of its members, Aubin-Louis Millin—an archaeologist, librarian, 
and naturalist—wrote: “man followed in different scenes of life.” “Man,” he 
added, “will become the subject of work that is all the more useful as it will 
be free from all pressure, prejudice, and above all from any systemic spirit.”7 
Seeking knowledge of man was a secularizing effort; it escaped the control of 
the Church and was no longer limited to philosophical reflection. But very 
quickly it also diversified and transformed into science.

The Société des Observateurs de l’Homme launched global expeditions 
with an interest in “exotic” foreigners such as the Chinese A Sam, a trader from 
Nanjing, China, who was somehow stranded in Paris.8 More decisive was the 
discovery, in a forest in the department of Aveyron in Southern France, of a 
so-called “feral” child who was given the name of Victor. The “alienist” (today 
psychiatrist) Philippe Pinel wrote a report on this “wild” child, who was sup-
posed to have been abandoned by his parents and then raised by wolves. But 
it was above all the memoir written by Jean Marc Gaspard Itard, a physician at 
the Institut des sourds-muets (“Institute for the Deaf and Mute”) in Paris, who 
attempted to socialize Victor and teach him some language, that was a land-
mark.9 From the almost daily observation of Victor over many years, Itard drew 
conclusions that would be foundational for what became sociology, which defi-
nitely broke with the belief in the existence of innate human nature. In his 
preface to the memoir, Itard wrote:

In the savage horde the most vagabond, as well as in the most civ-
ilized nations of Europe, man is only what he is made to be by his 
external circumstances; he is necessarily elevated by his equals; he 
contracts from them his habits and his wants; his ideas are no longer 
his own; he enjoys, from the enviable prerogative of his species, a 
capacity of developing his understanding by the power of imitation, 
and the influence of society.10

Society makes humanity. The savage is no longer the inhabitant of the forest, 
which represents a first and “natural” stage of humanity. It is the one who de-
veloped outside of all human society and therefore was not humanized by it. 
The observation of man became the study of societies.

This is how societies, social facts, and social phenomena, turned into ob-
jects of knowledge developed by those who posed as knowing subjects.11 The 
development of capitalism, on the one hand, and colonial or imperial enter-
prises, on the other, gave rise to unforeseen and disturbing encounters: with 
working (and dangerous) classes of people;12 also with exotic figures emerging 
from what Joseph Conrad called the “heart of darkness” in his novel bearing 
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that title. These were the groups that researchers would have to “board” (“qu’il 
va falloir arraisonner”), to use the particularly apt expression Nicole-Claude 
Mathieu used for their attitude toward women.13

The study of society was turning into science. Humanity witnessed the 
birth and development of social sciences that fit or attempted to fit into the 
framework of modern science. Many practitioners successively or concurrently 
took physics as their model, as Claude-Henri de Saint-Simon encouraged 
them to do, and then not only clinical but also experimental medicine; Émile 
Durkheim refers explicitly to the physiologist Claude Bernard. Designed to dis-
cipline societies—that is, to tidy them up and administer them—they themselves 
were being disciplined. This process brought together two separate instances: 
on the one hand, the knowing subject (authorized to act); on the other, the ob-
ject or objects. This double separation (among the disciplines and between the 
subject and the object) is given as a pledge of scientificity and is marked by the 
injunction to objectivity, which will be modulated into objectification.

What it Means to Be an Object

The privileged objects of the social sciences are the groups or the situations that 
are problematic, that are perceived as problems. “Being a problem is a strange 
experience,” wrote Du Bois, the first Black American to earn a doctorate from 
Harvard University. He could also have written that being an object is a strange 
experience, since he had pointed it out, by designating it as a “particular 
sensation,” as “double consciousness,” “this feeling of always being observed 
through the gaze of others.”14 What happens when those seen as problems to so-
ciety and as problems to be solved for the community of “social scientists” come 
to analyze not only their own situation, but also their relationship to those who 
made them into pure objects—including characters, psyches, social logics, 
and worldviews? What happens when those who supposedly can only be deci-
phered by the external subject (first and foremost the male, bourgeois, white 
subject), become armed with his knowledge? I am thinking here, in a list that is 
far from exhaustive, of Blacks, Jews, women, colonized people, and migrants.

When I write “Blacks, Jews, women, colonized people, and migrants,” it is 
to recall once again the reflection inaugurated by Du Bois in The Souls of the Black 
Folk. It is also to recall that of Adorno, who co-edited with Max Horkheimer and 
Samuel H. Flowerman the Studies on Prejudice (focused on antisemitism), from 
his clearly themed situation as a German Jew in exile in a country the language 
and customs of which were not his, where he felt and knew he was stigma-
tized.15 “German words of foreign derivation are the Jews of language,” Adorno 
wrote in Minima Moralia.16 Sociologist Viola Klein, a Jewish feminist in exile, 
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also analyzed the so-called “feminine character” from her own situation.17 In 
all three cases, what caused the problem was Negrophobia, antisemitism, or 
sexism, and therefore the societies which conveyed these thoughts, forms of 
pseudo-knowledge, and the affects and behaviors that accompany them, not 
the groups concerned.18 In their works, reflexivity replaced the subject/object 
separation.

Regarding the colonized, Talal Asad showed as early as 1973, in his intro-
duction to Anthropology & the Colonial Encounter, that even if anthropologists have 
generally not been directly and voluntarily at the service of the colonial en-
terprise, anthropology itself was rooted in an unequal confrontation between 
the West and what, in the terminology of the time, was called the Third World, 
which is equivalent to what we today call the Global South. This “encounter” 
allowed the West “access to cultural and historical information about the so-
cieties it has progressively dominated, and thus not only generates a certain 
kind of universal understanding, but also reenforces the inequalities in capac-
ity between the European and the non-European. . .  .”19 The very structure of 
colonial power made it possible “to work in the field” and study, in complete 
safety, societies that were subject to economic, political, and intellectual domi-
nation. However, anthropologists seemed to be blind to the real conditions (or 
situation of colonial domination) in which they carried out their research, and 
they obscured them and did not take them into account. They therefore neither 
perceived what was happening with their position nor understood that what 
they observed was precisely a society under colonial economic, political, and 
epistemological domination created by those relations of domination. Their ap-
proach bore the mark of the absence of reflexivity, which does not consist of 
vain introspection, as Pierre Bourdieu states in his Pascalian Meditations, but in a 
decentering, a putting into perspective, an explaining of the place from which 
the observer looks and theorizes.20

Under these conditions, knowledge is never neutral, nor even neutral-
izable. For that, the observer would have to become an object of observation 
and theorization—for example, as a white man from the North or the West. 
By posing as a pure subject in front of what is only an object, or what is to be 
objectified, the anthropologist and the sociologist transform the process of 
studying nonwhite people into “objectification.”21 Extending Asad’s reflection, 
Hamid Dabashi posits that the subjugation of non-Europeans by Europeans 
has transformed non-Europeans into simulacra of human beings, with them 
only becoming human again as objects of anthropological investigation and as 
subjects of colonial rule, but never as knowing and acting subjects in history. In 
the best cases, they achieve the status of indigenous informants.
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Not only were their desires and their ways of life destroyed to be replaced 
by others, but “the whole of the world and of the consciousness of this world, 
in which their desires and their ways of life were located, was erased from the 
map of the earth.”22 As also shown by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, the Kenyan author not 
only of the superb book Decolonizing the Mind, but also of globally influential nov-
els and plays, colonialism prohibits the colonized from expressing their own 
subjectivity, their own way in the world. Their own experience, their history, 
their symbolic universe, will at best be devalued, primitivized, or translated 
into languages, reference systems, and symbols that are not theirs.23 The end 
of direct political and economic colonization and the transition to so-called 
postcolonial states does not change much in this state of affairs, even if the 
language used makes it more complex and less readable.24

Colonial Geographies

Colonization imposed a cartography of the world divided first between Europe 
and the rest, and then, overlaying it, one that was increasingly normative, 
fixed, and limiting.25 Arbitrary borders were imposed on colonized peoples 
according to the interests of the colonizer and organized according to binary, 
orientalist, and hierarchical patterns: North/South, West/East. This line of bor-
ders and orientation that puts Europe (then Euro-America) at the center of the 
world (we go “down” to the South, we “lean” toward the East, or “head” toward 
the West when it comes to taking on the role of conquerors) were accompa-
nied by a geography of reason. The latter also fixed a division-, cutting-, era-
sure-map. This geography of reason, with its obligatory references and its strict 
disciplinary divisions, has asserted itself as a discourse of truth, or at least as 
the only legitimate avenue of access to knowledge.

The first attempts to break away from this hegemonic relationship, to use 
Gramscian terminology, failed to break with it. Despite its proponents’ desire 
to highlight the hegemonic discourse carried by the elites or the dominant, 
Subaltern Studies has not totally succeeded in shedding this hegemony. As 
Ramón Grosfoguel concluded, it ultimately produced a Eurocentric critique of 
Eurocentrism, fitting into the paradigm of postmodernism and granting epis-
temological privilege to those he nicknamed the Four Horsemen of the Euro-
pean Apocalypse: Derrida, Foucault, Gramsci, and Guha, of which only one, 
Indian scholar Ranajit Guha, is non-European.26 Moreover, subalternity, and 
therefore “subordinates,” are always defined from the position of the domi-
nant. The definition is purely negative and is marked by deprivation, absence, 
and exclusion. The gaze focused on “subalterns,” which induces subalternity, 
is always directed from “North” to “South,” from “Center” to “Periphery,” and 
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so on. It therefore remains dependent on colonial geography, the standards of 
which limit imagination. Ultimately, subalternism functions as a self-fulfilling 
prophecy that never opens up to an act of emancipation—let alone liberation. 
The subordinates only ask for the right to speak. They do so in ways that draw 
only from the consecrated Western authors. They thus demonstrate that they 
also can speak well in the dominant language with a command of its concepts 
and theoretical tools.27

Despite its incontestable contribution of identifying hegemonic language, 
subalternism, which does not get rid of binary oppositions (in particular, East/
West, Third World/First World), seems to have internalized the colonial geog-
raphy, which, as Dabashi writes, draws a “hidden map of racially profiting and 
ideologically foregrounding a fictive white supremacy, on the basis of which 
ethnographic discourses narrate a pre-historic origin for the white man’s des-
tiny as the master of the universe.”28 Rather than subalternism, it would there-
fore be better to speak of subalternization as a process to be deconstructed and 
put in check. It was such a deconstruction that Edward Said produced in Ori-
entalism, showing not only that the East was created by the West, and that the 
West existed only through and against the East, and by analyzing the processes 
of otherness by which the figure of the Oriental was constituted.29

To follow the geography of reason as it calcified in coloniality, one comes 
up against a double pitfall. In the first place, that of the separation between 
subject and object, with the privilege attributed to a subject who is supposed 
to know and who is supposedly neutral—and whose domination of class, gen-
der, and race is concealed. The second is what Lewis Gordon calls “disciplinary 
decadence,” which, with positivism, began with the separation of the social sci-
ences from philosophy.30 The result was a philosophical discourse increasingly 
disconnected from what the social sciences produced, and further division be-
tween the human and social sciences, with an increasingly wavering theoreti-
cal framework.

Undisciplining Knowledge

Far from constituting progress, the strict disciplinary division that has been 
accompanied by the establishment of institutions and places of power and con-
trol of research has hindered knowledge. It should be added that these institu-
tions provide access to employment and award status and financial resources 
in the manner of patrimonial regimes distributing prebends. One must please 
them or try to trick them in order to live, survive, and obtain minimum recog-
nition. Knowledge has trouble finding its value in such terms. But is it still even 
a question of seeking to know or to understand?
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As soon as we are dealing with human beings and their phenomena, dis-
ciplinarization at best only allows access to bits and pieces, to fragments of 
knowledge. Totalization, or the synthesizing of these fragments, takes place 
elsewhere, frequently using commonplace or purely ideological statements. 
One of the consequences of this “disciplinary decadence,” which has been ac-
companied by an exponential growth in media discourse, is that today it is the 
self-proclaimed “experts” who have seized the monopoly of the interpretation 
of social and political phenomena offered by the media.31 These avowed experts, 
often in the form of pundits, are mostly left to themselves to offer totalizations 
and pseudo-theorizing from very poorly constituted elements, stemming from 
preconceived ideas, pseudo-knowledge, and prejudices. Their purpose is, in 
the end, to consolidate the powers and policies in place. Foucault had shown 
the link between knowledge and power. Today, we could speak instead of a link 
between no- or pseudo-knowledge and power. There is a chance that the work 
of knowledge will regain its critical force. We still need to give it the means to 
develop and be heard. Rather than calling for checks and balances, we should 
imagine counter-places—an “epistemic mangrove.” As Olivier Marboeuf writes, 
“We will not be able to decolonize if we do not take the white masters to the 
mangroves, where we will have to speak another language from other bodies.”32 
This necessary escape, or, to use Édouard Glissant’s terminology, this “detour,” 
only makes sense when followed by a return. Or rather, we should not stop 
coming and going between the mangroves and the inhabited shore.

How then can we attempt to reconcile knowledge, in its full and strong 
sense, with its power to transform the world “toward liberation”?33 First, by 
reintroducing the dimension of experience, as the Fanon of Black Skin, White 
Masks and the second-wave feminists did.34 Universalization, or positing the 
universal as a horizon but never as a given, is only possible from an anchoring 
in experience that is both individual and immediately common, experience 
intended for sharing in a reciprocity of “I” and “we.”

This means that we state that we analyze the position, the situation, from 
which we strive to constitute a piece of knowledge and to transmit it to oth-
ers. This process is particularly difficult when one is convinced that to express 
ideas is to do so from the point of view of “science,” as if there were a point of 
view of Sirius. There is a fine line between a sincere and legitimate concern 
for rigor and method, and the claim to science, which confers authority and 
power, locked in as it is in its disciplinary straitjacket.35 The emergence of other 
modes of expression and writing becomes essential, or rather the mixing, the 
fusion, of these styles of speech that the academy has tried to separate. Ex-
amples abound, from the memoirs of Frederick Douglass, to the seminal 1892 
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book published by African-American feminist Anna Julia Cooper, A Voice from 
the South: By A Black Woman of the South.36 In the texts of Édouard Glissant, the 
work of thought is developed at the very heart of a poetics nourished by the 
experience of the Caribbean. A whole perspective on the production of knowl-
edge emerges from the theatrical endeavors of Ngũgĩ Wa Thiong’o, who, in the 
village of Kamirithu, in Kenya, created, with the villagers, a theater where their 
stories and their struggles were told. The villagers, men and women, were both 
co-authors and actors of a show that took place in the very center of the village, 
in their own language and with their own body language styles.

More traditional academic research has much to gain from breaking out of 
the confinement of the androcentric and colonial library. The passage through 
the experience of subjects who freed themselves from the grip of hegemonic 
thought allowed new concepts and new theorizations to emerge. The decon-
struction, for example, of essentialized notions such as that of a feminine na-
ture or of a feminine character, and the elaboration of the concept of gender, as 
a “political category,” opened up extremely rich perspectives, with contempo-
rary writers and theorists taking into account plural masculinities or the need 
to articulate, in each specific analysis, gender with class and race, which is re-
ferred to as intersectionality.37

Reluctance to accept these new paradigms remains widespread. With re-
gard to race, for example, the use of the concept of “whiteness,” not to describe 
pigmentation of the skin but, instead, a position of power, is still too often 
taken for a form of “anti-white racism.” Because whiteness doesn’t have to be 
seen, white doesn’t have to be a color.38 To speak of “whiteness” is to make visi-
ble what is denied from a hegemonic standpoint and to force those who might 
claim it to move away from “color blindness.” This white color, which is also a 
metonym of a relationship of social and economic domination, is not only po-
litical. It is also symbolic and intellectual.39 For “white” researchers, accepting 
this designation is accepting becoming objects under the gaze of those they are 
believed to observe and taking this gaze into account, becoming reciprocally 
subjects and objects for each other.

One of the very first to highlight this need was Paul Rabinow. A young eth-
nologist sent to an “exotic” terrain (a small Moroccan town, but it could have 
been a Parisian suburb), he immediately had recourse to an “informant.” This 
conformed to the still-current practice among ethnologists and anthropolo-
gists of calling on indigenous informants who are responsible for making pos-
sible access to supposedly raw information, which only the social scientist can 
interpret. The informant functions like the “fixer” of journalists in a foreign 
country or in a war zone.40 Rabinow reveals the underside of the cards. His 
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work shows how an informant, his own in this case, this intermediary, consid-
ered essential between the investigator and the interviewee but often hidden 
in the publication of the final results, becomes part of the knowing subject. He 
develops knowledge about the anthropologist who employs him. For example, 
he thinks he observes in the anthropologist an unacknowledged sexual need 
and provides him with the services of a prostitute. He transmits information to 
the anthropologist which, far from being crude, is strained by an interpretive 
theory. We do not know exactly what type of codes to which this theory relates. 
The informant is offered as the true originator of the theory, except that, in 
most cases, it is a sham theory, a theory that reflects the prejudices and pre-
suppositions of the investigator. Caught up in his fantasy of omnipotence and 
all-knowing, and finally fooled by the informant who is playing with him, the 
investigator believes he has discovered what in fact he was already projecting 
onto his “object.”

Rabinow did not continue falling for this trap; he gave up exotic lands and 
informant services. The lucidity with which he relates his experience as an 
ethnologist in Morocco—a sort of ethnology of ethnology—should persuade his 
readers of the importance of replacing the unilateral subject/object relation-
ship with the reciprocity of gazes and speeches. On the horizon of this project, 
we find the requirement—simultaneously ethical, political, and epistemologi-
cal—of the construction of a common world, where, as Hannah Arendt showed, 
the places of observer and observed would be interchangeable. However, in the 
current state of political and epistemological power relations, full humanity, 
humanitas, includes only the western white man, while the rest of the “feath-
erless bipeds” are anthropoi, only objects of knowledge: anthropological.41 “In 
this logic, it is clear that the informative anthropologist or the indigenous an-
thropologist is not part of humanitas.”42 To build a common mode, to make a 
real world, we must give up an organization of knowledge—ways of doing, of 
speaking, of classifying, of symbolizing—of Euro-American knowledge/power 
and proceed with deliberate speed to what is akin to a true Copernican revo-
lution. It is in reciprocity, listening, and looking back on oneself critically, that 
the work of knowledge will draw new strength.

We will then see that the common world is by no means homogeneous. 
On the contrary, it is plural, colorful, rich in its differences and its roughness. 
It is also a world of doing. We can only contribute to its permanent construc-
tion if, by deviating from the imperative of objectivity and non-engagement 
(which masks all of the political implications of supposedly purely scientific 
statements), we articulate knowledge in relationship to an explicitly political 
project of emancipation, then liberation. The African American singer Paul 
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Robeson, who chose the path of internationalism to fight against segregation in 
the United States, thus linking the cause of Blacks to that of the other oppressed 
and “damned of the earth,” wrote in June 1937: “The artist must take sides. He 
must fight and choose between freedom and slavery. I made my choice. I had 
no alternative.”43 Is there an alternative for those who are trying to get to know 
their social world better? The reinvestment of action requires the mobilization 
of diverse knowledge, and therefore that we go beyond disciplinarization.

According to Lewis Gordon, what characterizes disciplinary decadence is 
first the fetishism of method, which results in methodology becoming more 
important than the development of knowledge.44 A first sketch of this approach 
was developed by the epistemologist Paul Feyerabend, who, outlining an anar-
chist theory of knowledge, stated that the only principle which does not hinder 
progress in knowledge is “all is good.”45 Feyerabend attacked the collusion be-
tween the State and science, but his archive remained entirely colonial, even 
though he proposed to put not only myth, but also religion, magic, and witch-
craft on an equal footing with what is called science as sites of the rational, and 
he denounced the destruction of the intellectual independence of non-West-
ern societies by “the Western invaders.”46 Like the big names, particularly in 
functionalist anthropology, to whom he exclusively referred, he spoke in terms 
of “traditional” or even “primitive” societies and of “African myths.” Non-Euro-
peans remained fascinating objects certainly, essentialized without history and 
without proper words.

Gordon, in a decolonial approach, reverses his gaze, and shows that West-
ern thought is itself fetishistic and idolatrous. Each discipline, closed in onto 
itself, evaluates others from its own point of view, as if it were a divinity on its 
own. Neither interdisciplinarity nor transdisciplinarity provides an effectual 
solution, although he prefers the latter. Rather, Gordon calls not for the abo-
lition of disciplines, but instead for a “teleological suspension of disciplinar-
ity”—that is to say, the implementation of the will to go beyond disciplines to 
generate knowledge. In such a suspension, disciplines can regenerate, trans-
form, meet, and finally exchange and co-produce.

The decolonial paradigm enacts this type of teleological suspension. It 
braids and interweaves what, in the eyes of academic thinkers, would be phi-
losophy, art, social sciences, corporeal aesthetics, poetry, literature. Its imple-
mentation supposes an approach that is not only critical but also metacritical, 
which makes visible what, in its coloniality, hegemonic knowledge, even in 
many critical forms, was blind. Horkheimer defined critical theory as a critical 
theory of itself. The metacritical work does not end once colonial foolishness is 
revealed in the eyes of those who accept facing their nakedness. There remains 
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the gender dimension, which also requires a whole undertaking of deconstruc-
tion, highlighting, and re-elaboration. Freed, at least in part, from the weight 
of “white privilege,” the colonial paradigm must confront the question of the 
masculinity of the knowing subject, including when that subject claims to be 
free from the grip of the coloniality of knowledge. In other words, the decolonial 
paradigm, which undertakes a process of liberation, must open up to decolonial 
feminism.

This approach is not entirely new. The way has been paved by the first 
generation of the Frankfurt School. In Horkheimer and Adorno’s already 
mentioned five volumes of Studies on Prejudice, all the extant disciplines of the 
human and social sciences were summoned successively and simultaneously, 
as in “constellation” (according to the concept common to Walter Benjamin 
and Theodor Adorno). The link with literature, the arts, and philosophy was 
made in the texts that the two coordinators of the project wrote at the same 
time—in particular, Minima Moralia, Aesthetic Theory, and Dialectic of the Enlighten-
ment.47 The object of this collective and non-disciplinary reflection, even if the 
various collaborators were personally attached to a particular discipline, was, 
we should remember, the demonstration not only of the fascist potentiality, 
through studies of antisemitism, but also of other forms of stereotypes, and 
the constitution of society as a problem. We see there a series of complemen-
tary views on fragmented and administered society. Horkheimer and Adorno, 
themselves victims of the phenomena they were analyzing, were in a way pre-
cursors to the kaleidoscopic approach to which the philosopher José Medina 
invites those who think from a non-hegemonic position: “The expression of 
oppression gives the possibility of going beyond the dominant point of view 
as it is received, to know its limits and shortcomings, occasionally to develop 
an alternative point of view, a consciousness dual, and even a kaleidoscopic 
consciousness, able to hold together and simultaneously maintain multiple 
perspectives.”48

Said, for his part, had shown, especially in Culture and Imperialism and in 
Reflections on Exile, how it is possible to link not only geographical territories, 
but also disciplinary ones.49 This is precisely what he did by enveloping dis-
cursive productions apparently as distant from one another as literary texts, 
political speeches, “scientific” writings, even an opera like that of Verdi’s Aida, 
in the concept of “Orientalism.” In France, the birthplace and geographical 
root of the positivist tradition, this non-assignment to the canons of disci-
plines has most often been misunderstood or condemned. Said also proposed 
“travel theories.” These “traveling theories” transform and evolve when they 
are reappropriated in circumstances and places from which they were not 



17To Undiscipline Knowledge: Toward a New Geography of Reason

originally forged. It is by no means a question of molding oneself artificially 
into intellectual frameworks formed in the North or the West, but rather, and 
here I am extrapolating from Said, to proceed to what, following Édouard 
Glissant, we call creolization.50 This opened the way first to postcolonial criti-
cism, then to the decolonial paradigm.51

By Way of Conclusions

From the outset, the social sciences had given the illusion of an opportunity to 
master the world and improve the lives of the human beings who inhabited it. 
We are living in times of great turbulence which need to be thought of in their 
specific dimensions. As globalization and neoliberalism selectively abolish bor-
ders but increase bottlenecks and inequalities, it has become necessary to un-
discipline. The time has come to replace borders with connections, circulation, 
and networking, and to promote polyphony and polyfocality. The fetishism of 
method and scientificity has ended up being an obstacle to the cultivation of 
knowledge. Rigor can be combined with imagination and constant reflexivity. 
Such a project is also entirely political. The hierarchical and competitive or-
ganization of the disciplined research community has diffused an ideology of 
fragmentation and individual competition. The rejection of disciplinary deca-
dence, in all its decolonial scope, implies on the contrary the reinvention of the 
collective, because we only know in common, in circulation, through listening 
and exchange. It therefore constitutes a major political gesture, like a moment 
of what Eboussi Boulaga calls “dedomination,” toward liberation, which re-
mains the utopian—but not unrealistic—horizon of knowledge.

Translated by Lewis R. Gordon
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