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ABSTRACT
The specter of “difference” has been haunting the modern world since the time 
of colonial encounters. The paradigm of the “One,” which portended the death 
of difference and diversity, is equally problematic. Consequently, the modern 
world faces resilient and paradoxical notions of a world without difference, which 
continues to throw up toxic identitarian politics predicated on racism, tribalism, 
sexism, patriarchy, xenophobia, homophobia, and even “walled states” that  
invest massive resources in containment of transnational human mobilities. The 
recent highlights of these toxic politics include Brexit and the rise of Trumpism, 
which are reincarnations of the politics of a world without others in the midst 
of a globalized universe. This article offers an overview of the key contours of 
difference and the manifestations of the toxic identitarian politics haunting the 
twenty-first century through a broad critique of Cartesianism and egocentrism, 
Enlightenment reason and the idea of Europe, Eurocentrism and the notion of 
empty lands, and Orientalism and Islamophobia, in the process exploding the 
resilient myths of a world without others and highlighting the possibilities of 
pluriversalism. In short, the article spells out the dystopia of the world without 
others as it also reflects on the utopia of a world with others (pluriversity).
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Introduction

How can we think through difference and life, the similar and the dissimilar, the surplus 

and the in-common? (Mbembe, 2017, p. 8)

This article reflects on the dystopia of a world without others as it simultaneously reflects on the 
utopia of a world with others. To spell out dystopia of a world without others, the article critically 
reflects on two paradigms: the paradigm of the “One” and the paradigm of difference. To chart a 
way forward beyond the dystopia of a world without others and to underscore the utopia of a 
world with others, the article deploys the concepts of Transmodernity and Pluriversity. 
Methodologically, the article brings diverse intellectual traditions on racial formations and epis-
temic violence together in a rather historiographical format so as not to miss the richness of the 
debates and interventions framing the complex subject of the paradigm of difference, and the 
false but resilient notions of a world without others. To delineate the article, five themes are 
selected: Cartesianism and egocentrism, the idea of Europe, Eurocentrism and the notion of 
empty lands, and Orientalism and Islamophobia.

The notions of a world without others were a key driving force in the colonizer’s model of 
the world. The notions of a world without others formed a fertile discursive terrain for rac-
ism, nativism, xenophobia, Islamophobia, anti-Semitism, tribalism, sexism, patriarchy, and 
ethnicity. One can pose a series of theses on the consequences of the paradigm of difference 
and the paradigm of the “One.” The first is that a racist believes in a world where people of his 
or her own race live without others. The second is that a xenophobe believes in living in a 
space without others. The third is that a tribalist wishes to live in a world dominated by his or 
her own tribesmen and women. The fourth is that a nativist believes in a world of natives 
only. The fifth is that a sexist privileges his or her own sexual orientation as the norm. The 
sixth is that an ethno-centricist believes in a world without other ethnic groups. The seventh 
is that a religious fundamentalist believes that his or her chosen religion is the only true reli-
gion and justifies eradication of other religious beliefs. The eighth is that a patriarch believes 
in the rule of men over women and the exclusion of women from power. Thus, at the very 
center of entangled discursive positions on human identities lurk invisible binaries and fault-
lines, which are not necessarily helpful in thinking through the paradigm of difference. This 
is why the article posits two problematic and entangled paradigms as standing at the center 
of the modern world. At one level is the “paradigm of the One,” which is predicated on a 
strong belief in singularities of one God, one state, one knowledge, one nation, one culture, 
one language, one identity, one sexual orientation, one religion, one way of knowing, one 
economic system, one political system, one moral order, one wife, one husband, and in rigid 
ideas of bounded sovereignties and citizenship. Chris Bongie (2009), while engaging complex 
and entangled positions, could not avoid reflecting on the “paradigm of the One” as “the 
brutal, univocal, inflexible thinking of the self without the Other” (p. 93). At the center of this 
“paradigm of the One” subsists such fundamentalisms as racism, tribalism, phallocentrism, 
xenophobia, homophobia, and sexism. It is the paradigm of the “One” that enabled notions 
of “Totality,” that is “a Totality that negates, exclude, occlude the difference and the possibili-
ties of other totalities” (Mignolo, 2007, p. 451).
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At another level is the “paradigm of difference,” which is predicated on social classifica-
tion of human species and their racial hierarchization in accordance with invented 
differential ontological densities (Mudimbe, 1994; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013a, 2013b, 2018). A 
critical reflection on the paradigm of the “One” and the paradigm of difference enables us to 
turn our intellectual attention to the tension and dialectic of “inside/outside” that is haunt-
ing the modern world. Walter D. Mignolo and Catherine Walsh (2018) provide a 
comprehensive summary of the operations and expression of the paradigm of difference at 
the world systemic level:

The system of oppositions and the logic of noncontradiction were set up, since the 

European Renaissance (antiquity, medieval) and since the Enlightenment (primitives, 

traditional) by chronology and by geography (Saracens, barbarians, uncivilized, under-

developed, communists, terrorists). Human was the classifying entity in the process of 

defining itself as such . . . The rhetoric of modernity was built on the opposition 

between Christians and non-Christians, masculine and feminine, white and nonwhite, 

progress and stagnation, developed and undeveloped, First and Second/Third World. 

(p. 155)

The two problematic paradigms of the “One” and difference have enabled various forms of 
systemic violence. The modern human subject is now the causality of his or her own inven-
tions, ideas, and beliefs. The desperation of humanity in the face of the effects of these two 
paradigms is well captured by Drucilla Cornell and Stephen D. Seely (2016). They identified 
three highly problematic responses to this crisis facing humanity. The first is surrendering 
to the natural force (“only God can save us”). The second is defensive pragmatism (“this is 
the best we can do”). The third is nihilism (“why would we try to change anything, we’re 
fucked anyway”; Cornell & Seely, 2016, p. 8). It is this reality of crisis that led philosophers 
like Slavoj Žižek (2011) to write of “living in end times” and the “coming apocalypse,” signi-
fied by exploding social divisions and ruptures.

Earlier on, during the course of the twentieth century, such perceptive decolonial theo-
rists like Aime Cesaire (1955/2000) correctly predicted the painful demise of the Eurocentric 
civilization since it either closed its eyes to the problems it had created or was simply inca-
pable of solving the problems it had enabled. Both the paradigm of difference and that of the 
“One” emerged within the center of modernity. Highlighting how modernity invented “dif-
ference” on a world scale, Gurminder K. Bhambra (2007) posited the two fundamental 
assumptions underpinning it: “rupture and difference—a temporary rupture that distin-
guishes a traditional, agrarian past from the modern industrial present; and a fundamental 
difference that distinguishes Europe from the rest of the world” (p. 1).

In recent times, the philosopher Wendy Brown (2010) critically reflected on the subject 
of “difference” from the vantage point of mushrooming “human-made” physical walls that 
have created “walled states,” “waning sovereignty,” and “walled democracy.” She under-
scored the irony and paradox of a neo-liberal world that was globalized but at the same time 
was exhibiting and manifesting the worst forms of human narcissism mediated by “funda-
mental tensions between opening and barricading, fusion and partition, erasure and 
reinscription” (Brown, 2010, p. 7). It is, therefore, not surprising that the key challenge of 
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today is how to create a new social order that embraces the realities of diversity in a context 
in which there is general reluctance, if not outright fear, of letting go of the old that was 
imposed on the modern world through imperial/colonial exclusionary conceptions, inven-
tions, re-inventions, and configurations of the modern world system and its shifting modern 
global orders.

The present-day challenges of genocides, epistemicides, linguicides, inequalities, 
poverty, racism, ethnic cleansing, xenophobia, sexism, patriarchy, and even develop-
mentalism are informed and underpinned by the paradigm of difference as a leitmotif 
of a problematic “Western” rationality. The “West” is used here in the manner Walter D. 
Mignolo (2015) defined it not as a geography but “a linguistic family, a belief system and 
an epistemology” (p. xxv). Today, as it was during colonial encounters, being human 
itself has become a site of contestation, colonization, monopolization as well as alterity 
politics.

This is so, because the paradigm of difference continues to enable false but powerful 
notions of a world without others in the minds of those who continue to claim complete 
being for themselves. James M. Blaut (1993) was grappling with the paradigm of difference 
when he introduced the concept of the “colonizer’s model of the world.” At the center of the 
colonizer’s model of the world is the notion of “empty lands”/“terra nullius” waiting to be 
discovered and exploited. William E. B. Du Bois (1903) was also concerned about the para-
digm of difference when he underscored the fact that the “colour line” was the problem of 
the twentieth century. Enrique Dussel (2011) opened the historical canvas and traced the 
paradigm of difference to such notions as Hellenocentrism, Westernization, Eurocentrism, 
and Secularism.

The Challenges of Politics of Difference
In his 2016 Annual Reith Lectures, Kwame Anthony Appiah grappled with the paradigm of 
difference and in the process systematically exposed the falsity of the notions of a world 
without others. Appiah (2016) titled his wide-ranging lectures Mistaken Identities: Creed, 
Country, Colour, Culture. He addressed three key questions haunting the modern world 
today: Who am I? How did I become who I am? and To whom, am I connected or discon-
nected? These three questions are constitutive of the subject of identity. Appiah posed the 
questions of what makes us who we are in the context of four variables: country, color, 
religion, and culture. His profound engagement with and interrogation of the theme of 
identity from country, creed/religion, color, and culture vantage points revealed that the 
paradigm of difference, despite its empirical poverty, constitutes a conceptual migraine 
across modern human life.

In addressing the paradigm of difference, Appiah posed three important challenges 
about identity, and particularly race. The first is that it was resistant to evidence and argu-
ment. The second was that it defied the Enlightenment spirit of rational inquiry, which 
consigned some of the hierarchies and beliefs to the dustbin of history. The third was that 
the notion of race has been adopted by those who sought to dominate others as well as by 
those who sought to resist domination (Appiah, 2016). One of Appiah’s (2016) conclu-
sions is that
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Still, this dialectic, where the idea of race becomes the common currency of negation 

and affirmation, dominance and resistance, would prove dauntingly difficult to with-

draw from, even as its intellectual foundations started to crumble. (p. 5)

This is so partly because, just like witchcraft, everyone denies race, yet it persists as a 
global problem. The essence of race is partly like that of an idol—invented by human 
beings who then turn around and kneel down before it to worship. For instance, while 
there is ample research that has proved the fact that race is a human invention, modern 
subjects behave as though they were made by race itself. In its current politicized state, 
difference inevitably creates the “toxic Other,” to use a term coined by Slavoj Žižek 
(2010). In such a situation, co-presence as defined by Bonaventura de Sousa Santos 
(2007) is rendered impossible. Also in its politicized state, difference is often used stra-
tegically and instrumentally to create what Francis Nyamnjoh (2006) termed “insiders” 
and “outsiders.” This complexity and the expansiveness of the paradigm of difference 
were well captured by Lewis R. Gordon (2000) as he grappled with the problem of the 
“color line”:

Born from the divide of Black and white, it serves as a blueprint of the ongoing divi-

sion of humankind. The color line is also a metaphor that exceeds its own concrete 

formulation. It is the race line as well as the gender line, the class line, the sexual 

orientation line, the religious line—in short, the line between “normal” and “abnor-

mal” identities. (p. 63)

Just like the Cartesian subject in Slavoj Žižek’s (1999) The Ticklish Subject: The Absent 
Centre of Political Ontology, “difference” or the “cult of difference” (Mudimbe, 2013) exist 
as a specter that is haunting the modern world. Mudimbe (2013) wrote about “faultlines” 
constitutive of the paradigm of difference:

As a metaphor, the line operates in everyday life with such efficiency that we forget 

that this simple world not only organizes our spatial perception, but determines our 

conceptualization of basic rapports between front and back, deep and shallow, in and 

out, near and far, on and off, up and down, past and present, and today and tomor-

row. (p. 28)

Socially, the lines form the basis of classification and hierarchization. Politically, they 
underpin and enable asymmetrical power relations. Ontologically, lines are mobilized to 
differentiate being into two states: “being” and “non-being.” Economically, they are the 
foundation of the dichotomous reality of inequality on one hand and opulence on the 
other hand. In conflict and war, the “friend–foe” dichotomy is sustained by an invented 
paradigm of difference. The resolution is elusive beyond attempts at inventing new politics 
of recognition, acceptance, tolerance, and transcendence. But these attempts cannot be 
realized without a critical review of such faultlines of difference as Cartesianism and ego-
centrism, the very idea of Europe and the cartographical processes it unleashed across the 
world, Eurocentrism and the notions of empty lands, and Orientalism and its current 
manifestation as Islamophobia.



A World Without others? 85

International Journal of CRITICAL DIVERSITY STUDIES 1.1 June 2018

Cartesianism and Egocentrism
René Descartes is acknowledged as the father of modern European philosophy. His famous 
phrase, “I think, therefore I am,” constituted not only a new foundation of knowledge but 
that of modern subjectivity. God as the fountain of knowledge was replaced by the European 
“Man” (the “I” of the cogito). This marked the unfolding of secularism. So Descartes, as 
noted by Ramon Grosfoguel (2013, p. 75), made “two main arguments: one is ontological 
and the other epistemological.” At the ontological level, Descartes posited that the mind and 
the body were separate as he pushed the claim of a mind that could function unencumbered 
by the body. At the epistemological level, Descartes proposed the “method of 
solipsism”/“internal monologue of the subject with himself ” in the process of knowledge 
generation (Grosfoguel, 2013, p. 76).

The end product of these interventions by Descartes was the birth of what has come to 
be known as the “Cartesian Subject.” The Cartesian Subject is defined as a rational being 
endowed with rationality and scientific knowledge to overcome all obstacles facing human-
ity. Here was born the “Imperial Being” who defined himself as the center of the world as 
“He” occupied the place of God. The birth of the Cartesian Subject was revolutionary as it 
dealt with the “Lacanian void.” A Lacanian void had haunted Europeans as it was not easy 
for them to define and distinguish themselves from other species. By then, religion domi-
nated the world. The trick as to how to transcend the Lacanian void was offered by 
Descartes (1968). He identified rational thinking as the defining feature of being human.

Having transcended the Lacanian void, the Cartesian Subject not only assumed some 
God-like tendencies, such as elevating itself above nature and claiming to produce universal 
knowledge, but also aspired to live in a world without others. This is evident from the way 
the Cartesian Subject projected itself as the only “Being” while relegating others to the 
domain of perpetual “Becoming.” This thinking manifested itself poignantly during the age 
of colonial encounters as notions of “cogito ergo sum” (I think therefore I am) intersected 
with earlier ideas of “ergo conquistus” (I conquer, therefore, I am; Maldonado-Torres, 2007).

One can safely say that the post-1492 Eurocentric modernity is not only entangled 
in imperialism and coloniality but is also underpinned by linear and horizontal heter-
archies (complex lines) that perpetuated the paradigm of difference and discourses of 
alterity. As articulated by Du Bois (1898), the Black subject re-emerged from modernity 
as a problem for the Cartesian Subject. Cartesian subjectivity had been assumed and 
monopolized by Europeans and North Americans. Black people were excluded from 
what Nelson Maldonado-Torres (2007) termed the “human ocumene.” Defining Black 
people as a problem rather than a people with a problem enabled all sorts of abuses 
including “final solutions” (genocide). Colonial genocides were underpinned by epis-
temicides as part of the broader global imperial designs aimed at creating a world 
without others.

The Cartesian subject arrogated to itself ontological density while doubting the 
humanity of others. Thus, Europeans claimed modern subjecthood as they reconstructed 
and positioned themselves as the “master subject” race. They claimed to be the paragons 
of rationality and science. The long-term consequences of this thinking on Western 
notions of subjectivity were well summarized by Patrick Chabal (2012). In the first place, 
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“we in the West think of ourselves as self-standing, autonomous and rational individuals, 
who have chosen the ways in which we live socially together.” In the second place, “We 
see such a way of being as the logical outcome of the development of society since the 
Enlightenment and the rise of the scientific understanding of the world, which have led 
to the Industrial Revolution and the production of the technology on which our every-
day lives depend.” In the third place, “We consider the protection of individual human 
rights as the pinnacle of a civilized way of living, in which we value each other as persons 
and seek to protect both our individuality and our personality from undue interference 
from others or from the state.” In the fourth place, “we view our conception of the human 
being and our arrangements for living in society both as the most progressive and as 
being possessed of the greatest potential for individual advancement” (Chabal, 2012, pp. 
119–122). The consequence of all these Eurocentric/egocentric beliefs was the genera-
tion with “a sense of Western superiority” (Chabal, 2012, p. 122).

This Western conception of themselves, of their institutions, values, and trajectories 
crystallized at a time when they expanded beyond their locations into other parts of the 
world through what became known as “voyages of discovery.” Thus when Columbus reached 
the so-called New World in 1492 and Vasco da Gama circumvented the southern tip of the 
African continent, the modern world began to emerge and expand on the basis of a para-
digm of difference.

Thus, the paradox facing Black people since the time of the dawn of Eurocentric 
modernity in 1492, and the subsequent colonial encounters of the fifteenth century, is that 
of a people who were/are part of the modern world but were/are structurally written out-
side of it. These people have been engaged in a lifetime struggle to reverse those processes 
that were mobilized and deployed to push them outside the human ocumene (Maldonado-
Torres, 2007). It is a paradox that was well summarized by Lewis R. Gordon (2008) in this 
way: “What should those who live in the polis but are structurally outside of it do if they 
do not accept their place of being insiders who have been pushed outside?” (p. 87). It is a 
knotty and perennial question of the historical and discursive formation of a racialized 
identity born out of denial of the humanity of Black people by others. It is a question of 
the essence and meaning of “blackism on a world scale” and how it can be understood 
from a world systems analysis and decolonial analysis (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013a, 2013b).

The year 1492 witnessed two important events that marked the beginning of the unfold-
ing of Euro-American-centric modernity. These were Christopher Columbus’s claim to have 
“discovered” a “New World” when he reached the Americas, and Vasco da Gama’s successful 
circumnavigation of the Cape of Good Hope as part of seeking a passage to the East Indies. 
Adam Smith and Karl Marx highlighted the dangers that were contained in these break-
throughs and “discoveries.” A. Smith (1776/1976) noted that the two events “were the 
greatest and most important in the history of mankind: the discovery of America, and the 
passage to the east Indies by way of the Cape of Good Hope” (p. 79). He posed the question: 
“What benefits, or what misfortune to mankind may hereafter result from these great 
events?” and concluded that “no human wisdom can foresee” (A. Smith, 1776/1976, p. 83). 
Even though A. Smith (1776/1976) could not be precise on the implications of these “discov-
eries” and breakthroughs, he foresaw that “the savage injustice of Europeans” would “render 
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an event, which ought to have been beneficial to all, ruinous and destructive to several of 
those unfortunate countries” (p. 84).

Karl Marx was more direct on the disastrous implications of the discovery of gold and 
silver in the Americas and the “discovery” of passage to the East. He wrote about how the 
discovery of gold and silver in America led “to their extirpation, enslavement and entomb-
ment in the mines.” For India, it led to its conquest and plunder, and Africa was converted 
into “a preserve for commercial hunting of Black skins.” He concluded that these develop-
ments “characterized the rosy dawn of capitalist production” (Marx, 1867/1976, p. 35).

The act of denial of Black people’s humanity is foundational to a plethora of other deni-
als and justifications. These include denial of a dignified space in the modern world as well 
as the definition of Black people either as a problem to be eliminated or a natural resource 
for cheap labor. Denials were justified on such spurious grounds as Black people lack souls, 
history, writing, civilization, development, democracy, human rights, and ethics. This cata-
log of justifications of denials of humanity of non-European people was well summarized by 
Ramon Grosfoguel (2007):

We went from the sixteenth-century characterization of a “people without writing” to 

the eighteenth and nineteenth-centuries characterization of “people without history,” 

to the twentieth-century characterization of “people without development” and more 

recently, to the early twenty-first century of “people without democracy.” (p. 214)

It is a perennial historical, philosophical, and practical question that boils down to what it 
means to be Black in the modern world that has occupied the minds of such scholars as 
Lewis R. Gordon in the field of Black existential philosophy. At the center of the problem is 
dismemberment as well as Black people’s sense of “self-image” and “self-determination,” as 
articulated by Cornell West (1999).

This reality provoked Chinua Achebe of Nigeria to remind his Western audience in one 
of his numerous lectures of the fact that the world was big and that the problem was that 
some people were failing to comprehend such a simple fact to the extent of wishing they 
were the only human beings on earth (Achebe in Arana, 2002). He challenged his Western 
audience to grow from wanting the world “on their own terms” to be inhabited by them, by 
people like them, and by their friends. Achebe dismissed this thinking as “a foolish and 
blind wish” simply because “diversity is not an abnormality but the very reality of our planet” 
(Achebe in Arana, 2002, p. 505). Achebe was railing against those who wished for a world 
without others except themselves. His critique was a direct indictment of those who claimed 
“being” for themselves while reducing all other people to the realm of “becoming.” However, 
the very ideas of Europe, Eurocentrism, and notions of an empty world outside of Europe, 
emerged within this context.

The Idea of Europe, Eurocentrism, and Notions of Empty 
Lands
The idea of Europe is that of self-definition, expansion, conquest of the world, and defini-
tion of “Others” in relation to Europe’s self-image. This is why Margaret Heller (2008) 
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argued that “Europe has always been a theory, an idea, a claim about the world-historical 
process” (p. 96). At the center of the idea of Europe is a universalization of a particularity. 
This process is called Europeanization.

However, the point is not to rail against Europe but to arrive at how it came to self-
define, how it defined Others, and how it dominated Others. In a recent interview Achille 
Mbembe (2016) was asked: When did difference become a problem? His response was as 
follows:

Difference became a political and cultural problem from the moment the violent con-

tact between people, through conquest, colonialism and racism, led some to believe 

that they were better than others. The moment we start making classifications, institu-

tionalizing hierarchies in the name of difference, pretending that differences are natural 

and not constructed, believing that they are unchangeable and therefore legitimate, we 

are in trouble. (Mbembe, 2016, p. 1)

David Theo Goldberg (2015), who has done extensive research on the question of race, 
points to the rise of Europe in tracing the genealogy of racism:

Race materialized as an expression of “dehumanization” as the geography of modern 

Europe took form. Race established the lines of belonging and estrangement for mod-

ern European social life . . . Race was invoked to delineate a European “we” in defining 

contrast with those considered its constitutive outsiders: not the Jews and Muslims 

subjected to conversion and expulsion, but Blacks too. This, then, constitutes the 

haunting trinity of non-belonging shadowing Europe’s founding at the onset of 

European globalization . . . So racial configuration is knotted from the outset of its for-

mulation and social fashioning with religious resonance: Jews and Muslims, Black and 

Indian heathens as Europe’s formative non-belonging. (p. 7)

Just like Goldberg, Paul Gilroy (2010) highlighted the broader historical and discursive 
context of the earliest formulation and formation of racial subjects. He went straight to the 
history of the making of Europe. In Europe the victims of racial formation included the 
Black, the Moor, and the Jew as aliens found inside that had to be subjected to conversion, 
expulsion, or extermination (Goldberg, 2015). The native Indians in the Americas were 
invented as the external inferiors engrossed in an ossified shell of savagery and Hobbesian 
state of nature. The dawn of Enlightenment invented the Negroids, Mongoloids, Asiatics, 
and Caucasoids (Goldberg, 2015, p. 124).

Besides this, the very ideology of nationalism that cascaded from Europe and North 
America in the late eighteenth century “was premised on the belief in a world of exclusive 
nations” (A. D. Smith, 1992, p. 61). The European and North American nationalists “sought to 
unify the nation, to endow it with a distinctive individuality, and to make it free and autono-
mous” (A. D. Smith, 1992, p. 61). Here Europe was again setting pace for the paradigm of 
difference that codified a highly problematic container called the “modern nation-state.” What 
is puzzling sociologically speaking is how Europe managed to define itself in such fundamen-
talist racial terms in the face of a lack of “a pre-history” to provide “emotional sustenance and 



A World Without others? 89

International Journal of CRITICAL DIVERSITY STUDIES 1.1 June 2018

historical depth” (A. D. Smith, 1992, p. 62). A. Smith (1776/1976) further noted that “Europe 
is deficient both as idea and as process.” He raised this reality as he grappled with the question 
of existence of any characteristics, qualities, and experiences specifically European.

In the first place, among the seven continents, Europe lacks any clearly identifiable geo-
graphical boundary. In their forcefully argued book titled The Myth of Continents: A Critique 
of Metageography, Martin Lewis and Karen Wigen (1997) pondered on how Europe became 
a continent without meeting the criteria and definition of geographical self-containment. 
Their answer was that Europeans named it so. Second, while Europe could claim an Indo-
European linguistic family, it was undercut by important “linguistic fault lines between 
Latin, Germanic and Slav subfamilies” (A. D. Smith, 1992, p. 68). Third, on the religious 
plane, Europe was bifurcated along Catholic, Protestant, and Eastern Orthodoxy.

But despite these faultlines, Europe managed to constitute itself as a center of the world 
through claims to such traditions and heritages as Roman-Dutch law, political democracy, 
parliamentary institutions, Judeo-Christian ethics, as well as “cultural heritages like 
Renaissance humanism, rationalism and empiricism, and romanticism and classicism”  
(A. D. Smith, 1992, p. 70). However, Jack Goody (2006) in his book The Theft of History 
revealed how Europe emerged as an important center of the world through the imperial/
colonial habit and practice of stealing human history and human values and re-articulating 
these as European values:

The “theft of history” . . . refers to the takeover of history by the West. That is, the past 

is conceptualized and presented according to what happened on the provincial scale of 

Europe, often Western Europe, and then imposed upon the rest of the world. That conti-

nent makes many claims to having invented a range of value-laden institutions such as 

“democracy,” mercantile “capitalism,” freedom, individualism. (p. 1)

What emerges poignantly is that at the center of the paradigm of difference is theft and 
appropriation of values, heritages, and knowledge. In spite of this critique of the 
Europeanization crusade, such European historians as John M. Headley (2008) in his book 
The Europeanization of the World continued to celebrate the theft of history and to re-
articulate stolen histories, values, and heritages as true gifts from Europe. But it is clear from 
Headley’s (2008) rendition of Europeanization of the world that Europeans thought they 
were the only human beings on earth:

This sudden exposure to a fully inhabited (or so it seemed) yet extra-Christian world, 

this abruptly expanded ecumene with its variety of peoples, in time created an increas-

ing secular, religiously neutral lens that gradually revealed humankinds’ common 

biological and moral unity. In the terrible shock that Europeans inflicted upon hitherto 

unknown peoples, the contacts between the peoples posited the fact of humanity as an 

ideal to be realized in some distant future. Beyond the brutal impact and immense 

problem of Adam’s newfound children, the intellectual instruments afforded by the 

decisive reemergence of Stoicism and natural law, the traditional means for promoting 

such a community, faltered in achieving the universal commitment implicit in the ideal 

of a single humanity. (pp. 27–28)
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Headley may be understood as a “Eurocentric institutionalist” historian as distinguished 
from an overt “scientific racist” (Hobson, 2012). A Eurocentric institutionalist is best 
understood as a “cultural Eurocentricist” who practiced what is termed “racism-in- 
disguise” (Hobson, 2007). Eurocentric institutionalists were not aware or were deliberately 
blind to the “theft of history” (Goody, 2006), that is how Europe usurped world history and 
re-articulated it from a Eurocentric perspective. They were also not too critical of what 
James Blaut (1993) termed the “colonizer’s model of the world.”

Eurocentric institutionalists were strong believers and defenders of the superiority of 
Western civilization and its assumed unique gifts (such as constitutionalism, democracy, 
and human rights) it has bequeathed to the world. For example, Headley (2008, p. 63) 
ignored how imperial reason, imperialism, and colonialism constitutive of the paradigm 
of difference became part of the Europeanization process that he celebrated. Headley 
(2008) was even apologetic of Spanish colonization of the Americas and the genocide it 
introduced:

In the Western Hemisphere the rampage of Iberian peoples had rapidly led to the oblit-

eration of at least three pre-Columbian civilizations and the almost breathtaking 

erection and imposition of a system of Spanish Catholic brotherhood that incorporated 

the native population both religiously and legally. (p. 85)

Headley somehow glossed over the realities of enslavement, genocides, epistemicides, and 
linguicides committed by Spanish and Portuguese imperialists. In his defense of the 
Europeanization of the world, Headley (2008, p. 95) criticized Chinese and Asian civiliza-
tions that resisted the Westernization of “xenophobia” in a context in which Europe was 
guided by “xenophilia,” founded on common rationality and civility. Africa features very 
scantly in Headley’s (2008) book:

Because sub-Saharan Africa still remained quite unknown and would continue in 

Europe’s basic ignorance for another century, any notion of a common humanity suf-

fered from reports and experiences regarding the indigenous population as being 

repugnant not only to European values and sensibilities but also to Europe’s own best 

sense of a single humanity. Indeed, the description of local kinglets, each with interior 

of his domicile decorated by skulls, seemed to precede the opposing constructions of 

Joseph Conrad a century later. (p. 132)

Different from Headley’s rendition of Africa as an unknown entity, William E. B. Du Bois 
(1915/2001) argued that the medieval European world knew Africa and Black people 
“chiefly as a legend or occasional curiosity, but still as a fellow man—an Othello, a Prester 
John or an Antar” (p. 6). Instead of common humanity prevailing after the Renaissance as 
Headley wants us to believe, “The modern world, in contrast, knows the Negro chiefly as a 
bond slave in the West Indies and America . . . and we face today throughout the dominant 
world [the belief] that color is a mark of inferiority” (Dubois, 1915/2001, p. 6).

Approached from the perspective of what Mignolo (2000) termed “colonial difference,” 
the Europeanization of the world was a “curse” rather than a “gift.” It created the “Negro” as 
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a sub-human being and underpinned the conditions for the problem of Eurocentrism. 
Samir Amin (2009) defined Eurocentrism as a “theory of world history” and “a global pro-
ject” (p. 154). It is also an ideology of justifying domination of others. It begins with the 
myth of a Greek ancestry (Hellenocentrism). In Eurocentric thought, the history of Europe 
is traced from “Ancient Greece to Rome to feudal Christian Europe to capitalist Europe” 
(Amin, 2009, p. 166). Culturally, it is based on racism, rationality, and secularism. In short, 
as noted by Amin (2009), Eurocentrism is nothing but “the sum of the prejudices, errors and 
blunders of Westerners with respect to others” (pp. 177–178). It is constituted by “banal 
forms of ethnocentrism,” “ignorance and mistrust of others,” as well as “chauvinism and 
xenophobia” (Amin, 2009, p. 178). In terms of essence, Eurocentrism “is a polymorphous, 
multivalent discourse that crystallizes in a variety of forms,” including projecting the rheto-
ric and discourse of anti-imperialism (Hobson, 2012, p. 1).

The Eurocentric vision of the world entails the following: First is the idea of Europe as 
the center of the world from which the “triumph of the scientific spirit, rationality, and prac-
tical efficiency” resided and originated. The second is the idea of a world outside Europe 
that is empty and has nothing to offer to humanity. The third aspect is that Europe is the 
future of the rest of the world. The fourth is the strong notion of the superiority of the capi-
talist system over all other economic systems. The fifth is that Europe is the originator of the 
best political, social, and economic institutions, particularly the pluralist electoral democ-
racy and the modern nation-state (Amin, 2009; Blaut, 1993). As such Europe has little or 
nothing to learn from others. It is the teacher and the rest of the world is reduced to pupils. 
Europe is the maker of human history:

Eurocentrism is the colonizer’s model of the world in a very literal sense: it is not merely 

a set of beliefs, a bundle of beliefs. It has evolved, through time, into a very finely 

sculpted model, a structured whole; in fact a single theory; in fact a super theory, a 

general framework for many smaller theories, historical, geographical, psychological, 

sociological, and philosophical. (Blaut, 1993, p. 10)

At the very center of the colonizer’s model of the world was a strong myth of “emptiness” 
of the world and its availability for discovery, mapping, naming, settlement, owning, and 
exploitation by the colonizer. Blaut (1993) identified four important claims of the coloniz-
er’s model of the world:

This proposition of emptiness makes a series of claims, each layered upon the others: 

(i) A non-European region is empty or nearly empty of people (hence settlement by 

Europeans does not displace any native peoples). (ii) The region is empty of settled 

population: the inhabitants are mobile, nomadic, wanderers (hence European settle-

ment violates no political sovereignty, since wanderers make no claim to territory). (iii) 

The cultures of this region do not possess an understanding of private property—that 

is, the region is empty of property rights and claims (hence colonial occupiers can freely 

give land to settlers since no one owns it). The final layer, applied to all of the Outside, 

is an emptiness of intellectual creativity and spiritual values, sometimes described by 

Europeans . . . as absence of “rationality.” (p. 15)
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This proves beyond doubt that Eurocentrism is a deformed racist ideology and one 
wonders why Slavoj Žižek (1998) even tried to defend this mother and father of the 
paradigm of difference. As far back as 1955, Cesaire exposed the dangers of Eurocentrism 
that made Europe itself indefensible. However, in the 1990s, Žižek (1998) could still 
present the “leftist plea for Eurocentrism” as very problematic. In trying to build his 
defense of the indefensible, Žižek revealed the highest form of Hellenocentrism, the 
leitmotif of Eurocentrism that gives Greece the position of the originator of what he 
termed “politics proper.” He concluded that “politics proper is thus specifically 
European” (Žižek, 1998, p. 991).

A recent strong critique of Eurocentrism is contained in Hamid Dabashi’s (2015) book 
titled Can Non-Europeans Think? The long foreword by Walter D. Mignolo directly 
addressed some key problems of Eurocentrism. He affirmed that non-Europeans were com-
petent thinkers like all other human beings. Mignolo titled the foreword “Yes, We Can” and 
posed the fundamental question of whether Europeans could listen and hear anything com-
ing from outside Europe and North America.

Many European thinkers including Žižek are failing to grow beyond the universalizing 
categories of Enlightenment thought. Anything that is not grounded in the Enlightenment 
is viewed as mere pseudo-radical posturing. What is clear is that the radicalism of a 
Eurocentric scholar is simultaneously his or her conservatism. Much of European scholar-
ship is characterized by repetition of the same universalizing categories of Enlightenment. 
For example, Žižek’s work is pre-occupied with rescuing and defending not only “lost 
causes” but also even discrediting racist ideas of European thinkers like Hegel (Žižek, 2008, 
2012). But his critique of Eurocentrism, because it remains stuck within it, amounts to 
“Eurocentric critique of Eurocentrism” (Grosfoguel, 2007). Even though Žižek (1998) is cor-
rect in warning the world about “forms of fundamentalist hatreds” masquerading as 
alternatives to Eurocentrism, he does not demonstrate any clear view of Eurocentrism as the 
greatest form of fundamentalist hatreds. Such faultlines of Eurocentrism as Orientalism 
have given way to Islamophobia.

Orientalism and Islamophobia
As a concept, Edward W. Said (1978) articulated Orientalism in his celebrated book 
Orientalism. In simple terms, Orientalism is a particular paradigm of difference directed 
specifically to the Middle East, Arabs, and Islam. It is a discourse of “Othering” par excel-
lence. Introducing his book, Said (1978) explained the concept of Orientalism:

I shall be calling Orientalism, a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based 

on the Orient’s special place in European Western experience. The Orient is not only 

adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of Europe’s greatest and richest and oldest 

colonies, the source of its civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant, and 

one of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other. In addition, the Orient 

has helped to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting image, idea, personality, 

experience. The Orient is an integral part of European material civilization and cul-

ture. (pp. 1–2)



A World Without others? 93

International Journal of CRITICAL DIVERSITY STUDIES 1.1 June 2018

What Said is articulating is that the Orient and the Occident emerged concurrently: “I 
have begun with the assumption that the Orient is not an inert fact of nature. It is not 
merely there, just as the Occident itself is not just there either” (Said, 1978, p. 2). He elabo-
rated that “I myself believe that Orientalism is more particularly valuable as a sign of 
European-Atlantic power over the Orient than it is as a veridic discourse about the Orient” 
(Said, 1978).

Today, Orientalism is manifesting itself as Islamophobia. While Johnson M. Hobson 
(2012) criticized Said for bundling together issues that need to be disentangled into what he 
termed “monochromatic definition,” particularly the conflation of “Eurocentric institutional-
ism with scientific racism” and “Orientalism with a purely imperialist politics” (p. 3), this 
approach to Eurocentrism easily degenerated to the tedious habit of bean counting that does 
not enhance any new understanding of operations of a paradigm of difference as a bundle of 
prejudices and stereotypes as well as warped politics and knowledge. If one followed closely 
the “non-reductive conception” favored by Hobson, it becomes difficult to trace and place the 
seeds of Islamophobia in the long duree of the paradigm of difference that goes back to the 
initial formulations of Orientalism. That Eurocentrism is a “promiscuous” phenomenon is 
well-taken from the analysis delivered by Hobson (2012, p. 13) and must have enabled him to 
appreciate the entanglement of race, science, and imperialism.

Mahmood Mamdani’s (2004) Good Muslim, Bad Muslim: America, the Cold War and the 
Roots of Terror provided a deeper historical genealogy of the present problem of terrorism 
and Islamophobia. Mamdani provided a rich historical context that goes as far back as 1492 
when Europe rose from marginality into a global power. He provided the roots of the para-
digm of difference to as far back as the promulgation of the Edict of Expulsion by King 
Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain following the fall of Grenada that affected Jews and 
Muslims in the Iberian Peninsula as they were given the option to “convert or leave” 
(Mamdani, 2004, p. 5). The use of the Inquisition to question those who had converted to 
Christianity’s sincerity resulted in forced migrations of Jews and Muslims to North Africa 
and the Balkan provinces of the Ottoman Empire, as well as central Europe.

What Mamdani laid before us is the historical context within which politics of anti-
Semitism and genocides are rooted. In terms of case study, Mamdani used the politics of the 
Cold War as the incubator for the 9/11 tragedy and the rise of terrorism. Such formations as 
“the contras in Nicaragua and later al-Qaeda (and the Taliban) in Afghanistan were 
American allies during the Cold War” (Mamdani, 2004, p. 13). Even the language used by 
such leaders as George Bush that his anti-terrorism was a “crusade” underscored how the 
war on terror was being justified as a continuation of the medieval Christian Crusades. The 
post-9/11 dispensation not only introduced politics of securitization of the world but also 
culturalization of politics, with Islam condemned as stuck in dangerous pre-modern cul-
tures. This point is well-elaborated by Mamdani (2004):

We need to distinguish between two contrasting narratives of Culture Talk. One 

thinks of pre-modern peoples as those who are not yet modern, who are either lagging 

behind or have yet to embark on the road to modernity. The other depicts the pre-

modern as also anti-modern. Whereas the former conception encourages relations 
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based on philanthropy, the latter notion is product of fear and preemptive or military 

action . . . The difference is clear if we contrast earlier depictions of Africans with 

contemporary talk about Muslims. During the Cold War, Africans were stigmatized as 

the prime example of peoples not capable of modernity. With the end of the Cold 

War, Islam and the Middle East have displaced Africa as the hard pre-modern core in 

a rapidly globalizing world. The difference in the contemporary perception of Black 

Africa and Middle Eastern Islam is this: whereas Africa is seen as incapable of moder-

nity, hard-core Islam is seen as not only incapable of but also resistant to 

modernity . . . Pre-modern peoples are said to have no creative ability and anti-modern  

fundamentalists are said to have a profound ability to be destructive. (pp. 18–19)

Mamdani’s thesis connected the dots from the time of the initial invention of Orientalism 
to the present time of re-invention of a particular paradigm of difference of “Good 
Muslim” (secular and westernized) on one hand and “Bad Muslim” (primitive and fanati-
cal) on the other. The advocates of the war of terror and the inventors of modern-day 
Islamophobia are misguided in their understanding of Islam. This has implications for 
their responses and policies to what is dubbed as “global terrorism.” It is this misguided 
response that is also shaping immigration laws in Europe and North America. What then 
appears on the global stage are the worst aspects of Eurocentrism, revealing that it has 
reached its self-destructive moment signified by a Europe that is self-provincializing and 
self-fortressing.

Conclusion: Beyond the Myth of a World Without Others
In his Frankfurt Lectures, Enrique Dussel (1995) problematized the notion of modernity as 
an essentially and exclusively European phenomenon. He posited that modernity was “con-
stituted in a dialectical relation with non-European alterity that is its ultimate content” 
(Dussel, 1995, p. 65). Dussel was developing the concept of “Transmodernity” and under-
scoring the reality of the connectedness of worlds. According to Dussel (2008), the concept 
of Transmodernity names a global project that seeks to transcend Euro-North American-
centric modernity and its “point of departure is that which has been discarded, devalued, 
and judged useless among global cultures, including colonized or peripherised philoso-
phies” (pp. 19–20). Transmodernity speaks to the recognition of diversity and a common 
pluriversal project. Dussel (2008) elaborated that Transmodernity is “oriented towards a 
pluriversal future global philosophy” (p. 20). In short, the decolonial concepts of 
Transmodernity and pluriversity enable a transcendence of the dystopia of a world without 
others and gestures toward the possibility of a new world that is amenable to multiple 
worlds. Coloniality has never been the best mechanism to set afoot a world with others and 
good neighborliness rich in particulars.
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