
Editorial

Lawrence Freedman has suggested that the Third World War is now
under way.1 Whether or not one agrees with his diagnosis, it is clear
that the events of 11 September and the responses that they have occa-
sioned are of world-historic importance. No aspect of our globalised
economy will be left unaffected, no region will escape the impact of
the conflict. From Indonesia and Malaysia to Nigeria and Paraguay,
domestic political stability has been rendered more precarious. The
order of war itself has been inverted; civilians, and the very fabric of
civil society itself, were the first targets of attacks launched with
essentially civilian instruments. The iconic impact has been no less
extraordinary: arguably the two most potent symbols of capitalist
modernity and its awesome technological capacities – the skyscraper
and the jet airplane – were destroyed, intentionally, in a brilliantly
orchestrated, chillingly effective media event. The ramifications need
little spelling out: the very self-confidence and normative underpin-
nings of western civilisation have been shaken and questioned
through the terrorists’ unprecedentedly potent “propaganda of the
deed”. The political capacity and will, as well as the unity, of the West
are being tested as perhaps never before. The juggernaut of techno-
logical progress and economic growth appears, at least momentarily,
to have been halted in its tracks, as the global economy slides into
recession. The erstwhile unchallenged power of the most technologi-
cally advanced society in history has been brought into question by an
atavistic, theocratic ideology joined to the will of agents working,
without the aid of hyper-modern technology and with relatively small
financial resources, from the very margins of the global political and
economic system.

In a contribution appropriately apposite to our time of war and ter-
ror, Serge Latouche offers a devastating indictment of the westernisa-
tion of the world and of its often tragic consequences. But, rather than
simply bemoaning its negative effects, he calls for an analysis and a
dismantling both of the “cannibalistic universalism” of the Western
techno-economic megamachine, and of the “identity terrorism” of
those excluded from or subjugated by it. Western economics and tech-
nology, he argues, no longer exist alongside culture, but are taking its
place, to the extent that meaning is being simplified and reduced to

00-Prelims  12/10/01  3:26 PM  Page vi



that of living in order to consume, and consuming in order to live.
This ethnocidal, universal pseudo-culture – as Latouche sees it –
devours other cultures as much as its own, and, while always promis-
ing but ever-failing to integrate the marginalised, leaves a near-vac-
uum populated mostly by grotesque caricatures. The decomposition
of sociality in the North, under the impact of competition and indi-
vidualism, is matched by the deculturalisation of the South. Under-
development, Latouche observes, cannot be understood solely in
economic terms; instead, it is an “interiorisation of the Other’s gaze”
and a “process of autocolonisation of the imagination”, giving rise to
mimicry and, above all, to resentment.

Submerged beneath, but nevertheless preserved within cultural
imperialism, are the roots of humiliated cultures waiting only to be
revived, whether in defence of an ancient identity or in affirmation of
a more recent one. Drawing upon Toynbee, Latouche distinguishes
three major reactions to globalisation: fundamentalist attitudes (cur-
rently and most typically, Islamic fundamentalism, but also radical
Hinduism and Christian separatism), national-ethnic assertiveness
(reactions to a modernising state, from the struggles of Kurds and
Tamils to the ethnic cleansing in Rwanda and Yugoslavia), and neo-
clannism. This last is portrayed as a true historical invention, involv-
ing the rebirth of community spirit in Africa, Oceania and Latin
America where the marginalised can depend only on their own inge-
niousness, solidarity and mutual help. Here, where modernist, Chris-
tian or Islamic elements mix with traditional values, ancestral
solidarity networks refashioned to respond to new situations have
proven to be remarkably efficient at recycling modernity’s trash.
Latouche ends with a plea for “pluriversalism”: while recognising,
ironically, that ethnocentricity is the most widely shared phenomenon
in the world, it must be realised that no values transcend the plurality
of cultures, and hence humanity’s survival depends not on “imagining
a universal culture, which does not exist”, but on “keeping sufficient
critical distance for others’ culture to give sense to our own”.

Douglas Kellner’s article offers an exploration of how the “tech-
nostructure” of modern capitalist society might itself be used to serve
progressive, world-improving ends. Addressing the topic of whether
globalisation renders revolution in the classical Marxian tradition
obsolete, Kellner argues that much significant political struggle today
– especially resistance to globalisation – “is mediated by technopoli-
tics”. He claims that the “use of computer and information technology
is becoming a normalized aspect of politics, just as the broadcasting
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media were some decades ago”. The deployment of computer-medi-
ated technology “opens new terrains of political struggle for voices
and groups excluded from the mainstream media and thus increases
potential for resistance and intervention by oppositional groups”.
Accordingly, if revolution is to have a future in the contemporary era
it must incorporate technopolitics as part of its strategy.

The Internet, he suggests, is especially significant and promises to
facilitate the potential for intervention by oppositional groups, poten-
tially expanding the scope of democratisation. This is not least
because the Internet is potentially interactive, allowing for debate and
for on-line and archived discussion.

There is, of course the problem of asymmetry: much of the world
does not even have telephone services, much less computers, and
there are vast discrepancies in terms of who has access to the Internet
and who is thus able to participate in the technological revolution and
in “cyberdemocracy”. It is however clear that computers and new
information technologies are already of crucial importance for
“labour, politics, education, and social life, and that people who want
to participate in the public and cultural life of the future will need to
have computer access and literacy”. Although there is the danger that
the computerisation of society will intensify the current inequalities
in relations of class, race, and gender power, there is also the possi-
bility that a democratised and computerised public sphere might pro-
vide opportunities to address and overcome the related injustices.
Thus Cyberdemocracy and the Internet are, Kellner suggests, an
inherently contested terrain. If forces struggling for democratisation
and social justice wish to become players in the cultural and political
battles of the future, they will need to devise ways to use these new
technologies to advance radical democratic and ecological agendas
and thus the interests of those who are oppressed.

The achievements of modern science have underpinned the tech-
nological prowess of the advanced economies and thus, by extension
the asymmetries of power and capacity to which Latouche and Kell-
ner advert. In what this scientific mode inquiry itself consists, and
how best it might be characterised has, rightly, become a major field
of philosophical reflection.

In his article Howard Sankey sets out to present the fundamentals
of scientific realism and to discuss the arguments that support it. A
central point for Sankey is that the “success” or “no miracles” argu-
ment, given its classic formulation by Hilary Putnam, and which is
often taken as the sole argument in support of scientific relativism, is
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in fact only one (albeit an important one) among many important
lines of argument in support of the position. Sankey sets out six com-
ponents of scientific realism, the most central of which is the meta-
physical claim that science investigates a world that exists
independently of human thought, beliefs, language, concepts and
experience. One of the consequences of this is that scientific realism
goes hand in hand with epistemic realism, on the understanding that
scientific inquiry has as its goal and consequence genuine knowledge
of the objective world.

Sankey argues against non-realist approaches to science, which
(he claims) are rooted in the skepticism that emerged in traditional
epistemology because of the Cartesian influence. The realist rejects
this approach, taking as her basic starting point that external reality
exists and is knowable. Sankey contends that it is a mistake to base
our concept of reality on human mental representation. Furthermore,
he argues, scientific realism coheres with the realism implicit in ordi-
nary common sense, and commonsense beliefs have epistemic prior-
ity. He adds to his defence by suggesting that the success or “no
miracles” argument, which has come under attack from theorists like
Laudan, can still be usefully applied, if applied at the level of the
methods of science. Sankey proposes, in this regard, what he calls
abductive realism, in which “the best explanation of the cognitive and
pragmatic success of scientific theory and practice is that the rules of
method are truth-conductive tools of inquiry, which serve as reliable
means for obtaining truth”. Used together, Sankey suggests, these dif-
ferent lines of argument provide the best defence for the complex
position that is scientific realism.

In her contribution, Kate Soper examines the valences of, and
competing claims about nature, within debates concerning ecological
politics. She distinguishes realists, who assert the independent reality
of nature, from constructivists, including poststructuralists, who
argue that nature is a cultural or linguistic construct. Soper steers a
nuanced course between the two positions, arguing for a version of
realism that allows both nature and “nature”: “nature” is a cultural
construct, but it is causally preceded by the substance of nature. For
Soper, constructivism’s coherence depends on secretly harboured
realist assumptions – obfuscating representations of gendered embod-
iment would be impossible without a pre-existent body, for example.
On the other hand, “crude realism” fails to recognise the cultural
ordering of nature; bodies signify only in virtue of cultural codes.
Soper’s ecological politics is humanist; she believes that conservation
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rests on differences between humans and other animals, rather than
continuities between them, as naturalists argue. Rejecting both post-
structuralists and naturalists for their failure to preserve this ontolog-
ical divide, Soper argues that the spiritual, symbolic and aesthetic
dimensions of humans and their capacity for self-reflection enable
and require, for the addressing of ecological issues, a reconsideration
of existing modes of consumption and flourishing.

In his contribution, David Roediger – although writing primarily
from a U.S. perspective while also referring to broader international
scholarship – addresses the emergence of critical studies of whiteness.
He points out, firstly, that this emergence is in itself an important
development in a nation that, even amongst its liberal white intellec-
tuals, shows a remarkable inability to “see” whiteness as an issue to
be addressed. Even as it has emerged, however, the study of whiteness
has fallen victim to the very prejudice it aims to study, by not
acknowledging the insights of a long tradition of study by African-
American and other nonwhite thinkers on whiteness. Despite this lack
of acknowledgement, Roediger argues, it is the insights of these non-
white scholars that have driven the discussion in this newly popular
area of study. “Snow blindness”, as poet Adrienne Rich describes the
assumption that whiteness is normal, basic and not in need of analy-
sis, receded slowly as universities were opened up to all races by free-
dom movements, and the subsequent reduction, in some cases, of
white students and employees to a numerical minority. This minority
status has led, naturally, to more reflection on the notion of whiteness,
albeit usually uncritically.

Other sources for the increased awareness of, and study of, white-
ness come from the connection between race and white working class
conservatism, broader analyses of race by cultural anthropologists,
the discrediting of the notion of race as a biological concept, and the
growing possibility that the future will not be dominated by those
who classify themselves as white. There are dangers in this new inter-
est however, argues Roediger, for there is a potential for “White Stud-
ies” and “Whiteness Studies” to put white once again as the central
focus, thus detracting from the important work that has been taking
place revealing and addressing the extent of oppression of nonwhites.
Nonetheless, Roediger argues that properly handled, studies of white-
ness offer promising ways of addressing the presumed centrality and
neutrality of whiteness. Roediger identifies two liberal approaches to
handling whiteness – abolition or preservation. The latter aims to
preserve whiteness but purge it of racism, while the former aims to
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remove race as an identifying category altogether. Roediger is him-
self an abolitionist, and sets out some of the central problems that this
kind of approach must deal with if it is to progress.

THE EDITORS
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