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In those days, the communists were, I tell you this in all truth,
the only human ones.

Patrick Chamoiseau
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INTRODUCTION

[Not] intuitions, pulled out of one’s head, supported by statistical laws
... but “active and aware participation,” “compassion,” the experience of
immediate particulars, and a system that might be called “living philology.”

Antonio Gramsci'

THE INTERWAR MOMENT
This is a book about historical continuities rather than sudden eruptions or
revolutionary breaks. Although it may seem disconnected at first, my interest
is to trace the direct and indirect influences of Giambattista Vico and (as an
heir to Vico) G. W. F. Hegel on the historically new anticolonial spirit that arose
in the early decades of the twentieth century. Within the intellectual lineage
they created, this movement from the eighteenth to the twentieth century saw
the development of ideas that, quite unlike the present, expressed their apostasy
as humanism rather than anti-humanism, and saw the ability of the humani-
ties to check the claims of the natural sciences as being not just an intellectual
matter but a vital political goal. In a second volume, I look at the political and
aesthetic forms that this influence took in the interwar era itself (see the Ap-
pendix for the contents of that study).

There are a number of rifts in the humanities today, and no lack of books
and essays debating incompatible positions, with great energy and emotion, on
the nature of the human, the politics of literature, the prospects for historical
change, and the character of language. Even at the level of theme, it is striking
what one group of critics finds compelling and another banal. The choices of
topics—inspiring many, leaving others cold—are made for the most part with-
out any attention to the past of thought. We have a great deal of “theory,” in
other words, but very little intellectual history. One of my purposes in writing
this book was to speculate on whether understanding is fruitfully disrupted



2 INTRODUCTION

when theory knows the prehistory of its own formulations. Does it matter
when one comes to understand the situation of the time when the ideas were
first given form—to see ourselves suddenly in the guise of a person or cause
that may now seem alien to our interests or intentions? Or, how does the debate
alter when we realize that what we thought was new was really a repetition?

The interwar moment, I am going to argue, is one whose debates we are
largely echoing today. It was the time when challenges to European control
first reached global dimensions and when resistance to the old order had for
the first time the strategic and military means to threaten European hegemony
rather than simply shame it. The anticolonial common sense that most of us
hold today was, in other words, a hallmark of the early twentieth century—
especially the interwar period (not, as is often maintained, a result of the post-
colonial turn of the 1980s and 1990s). The sense of a global common cause
backed by sophisticated organizational networks and, as I try to show here, an
already developed conceptual framework, was fully realized only between 1905
and 1940, when a new culture arose in the aftershock of revolution on Europe’s
semideveloped eastern periphery, with immediate reverberations throughout
Asia. These events profoundly affected intellectuals on both the Right and Left.

To see why the thinking that emerged particularly within interwar Marxism
is at the heart of anticolonial struggle and inseparable from it, one must re-
turn to a communism before communism. Indeed, its golden age between the
European wars did not begin with Marx nor even with his principal inspira-
tion, Hegel. If this is a surprising linkage, it may be more heterodox to propose
that what is privileged in current forms of theory—especially its postcolonial
avatars—owes its debts to motifs first developed within Marxism. Nonetheless,
my hope is precisely to make such a case in order to recover an anticolonial
philosophy and practice worthy of the name.

Between World Wars 1 and II, European consciousness of the colonies
changed sharply and, to some, threateningly—and this was no less the case
in the colonies themselves, as well as among intellectuals from the periphery
who had participated in the revolutions on European soil and among Europe-
ans and North Americans who joined forces with insurgents in Mexico, China,
and elsewhere. From 1880 to 1939, artists and social theorists in the European
metropole, many of them foreigners, brought a new attention to the non-
Western world. These regions were no longer simply artistic raw material or
an ethical site for expressing sympathy with the victims of various invasive
business enterprises, but an array of emergent polities populated by colonial



