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Preface 

This book is the third in a series of five volumes that present the main results 
of an international research project that I have conducted under the title 
Reinventing Soda/ Emancipation: Towards New Manifestos. The project's core 
idea is that the action and thought that sustained and gave credibility to the 
modem ideals of social emancipation are being profoundly questioned by a 
phenomenon that, although not new, has reached in the past decades such an 
intensity that it has effected a redefinition of the contexts, objectives, means, 
and subjectivities of social and political struggles. This phenomenon is 
commonly designated as globalization. As a matter of fact, what we usually 
call globalization is just one of the forms of globalization, namely neoliberal 
globalization, undoubtedly the dominant and hegemonic form of globaliza
tion. Neoliberal globalization corresponds to a new system of capital 
accumulation, a more intensely globalized system than previous systems. 
It aims, on the one hand, to desocialize capital, freeing it from the social and 
political bonds that in the past guaranteed some social distribution; on the 
other hand, it works to subject society as a whole to the market law of value, 
under the presupposition that all social activity is better organized when 
organized under the aegis of the market. The main consequence of this 
double change is the extremely unequal distribution of the costs and 
opportunities brought about by neoliberal globalization inside the world 
system. Herein resides the reason for the exponential increase of the social 
inequalities between rich and poor countries, as well as between the rich and 
the poor inside the same country. 

The project's assumption is that this form of globalization, though 
hegemonic, is not the only form and that, in fact, it has been increasingly 
confronted with another form of globalization. This other form, an alter
native, counter-hegemonic form of globalization, is constituted by a series of 
initiatives, movements, and organizations that combat neoliberal globaliza-



INTRODUCTION 

Opening Up the Canon of Knowledge 

and Recognition of Difference 

Boaventura de Sousa Santos, Joiio Arriscado Nunes, 
and Maria Paula Meneses 

The main argument of this book is that there is no global social justice 
without global cognitive justice. Probably more than ever, global capitalism 
appears as a civilizational paradigm encompassing all domains of social life. 
The exclusion, oppression, and discrimination it produces have not only 
economic, social, and political dimensions but also cultural and epistemo
logical ones. Accordingly, to confront this paradigm in all its dimensions is 
the challenge facing a new critical theory and new emancipatory practices. 
Contrary to their predecessors, this theory and these practices must start from 
the premise that the epistemological diversity of the world is immense, as 
immense as its cultural diversity and that the recognition of such diversity 
must be at the core of the global resistance against capitalism and of the 
formulation of alternative forms of sociability (Santos, 2006b) .1 

Over the last decades, there has been a growing recognition of the cultural 
diversity of the world, with current controversies focusing on the terms of such 
recognition. But the same cannot be said of the recognition of the epistemo
logical diversity of the world, that is, of the diversity of knowledge systems 
underlying the practices of different social groups across the globe. However, 
from an anti- capitalist perspective such recognition is crucial. The epistemo
logical privilege granted to modem science from the seventeenth century 
onwards, which made possible the technological revolutions that consolidated 
Western supremacy, was also instrumental in suppressing other, non-scientific 

forms ofknowledges and, at the same time, the subaltern social groups whose 
social practices were informed by such knowledges. In the case of the 
indigenous peoples of the Americas and of the Mrican slaves, this suppression 
of knowledge, a form of epistemicide (Santos, 1998), was the other side of 

genocide. There is, t~us, an epistemological foundation to the capitalist and 
imperial order that the global North has been imposing on the global South. 
This book aims at elucidating some of the destructive consequences of this 
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epistemology and at proposing an alternative epistemology that, far from 
refusing science, places the latter in the context of the diversity ofknowledges 
existing in contemporary societies. Starting from the assumption that cultural 
diversity and epistemological diversity are reciprocally embedded, this book is 
intent to show that the reinvention of social emancipation is premised upon 
replacing the "monoculture of scientific knowledge" by an "ecology of 
knowledges" (Santos, 2003b; 2004a) . The ecology of knowledges is an 
invitation to the promotion of non-relativistic dialogues among know ledges, 
granting "equality of opportunities" to the different kinds of knowledge 
engaged in ever broader epistemological disputes aimed both at maximizing 
their respective contributions to build a more democratic and just society and at 
decolonizing knowledge and power. 

THE DIVERSITY OF CULTUREs 

AND THE DIVERSITY OF KNOWLEDGES 

Many non-Western (indigenous, rural, etc.) populations of the world conceive 
of the community and the relationship with nature, knowledge, historical 
experience, memory, time, and space as configuring ways oflife that cannot be 
reduced to Eurocentric conceptions and cultures. For instance, the definition of 
the identity of peoples in the non-Western world and of their collective rights 
tends to be stricdy bound to a notion of "territoriality" associated with 
responsibilities in relation to a territory, which is defmed as a collective of 
spaces, human groups (including both the living and their ancestors), rivers, 
forests, animals, and plants. Differences between worldviews become explicit 
and tum into si~es of struggle when the integrity of these collectives is threatened 
by alternative notions of relationships to territory and knowledges--such as 
those that are based on the right to property--or when the distinction between 
the respect for culture and the imperative of developme~t is used to justify the 
exploitation of"natural resources" by outside forces. The struggle of the U'wa 
in Colombia against a petroleum multinational (this volume), or of the peasants 
and rural communities in India against the appropriation by multinational 
companies of the biological resources of the territories they inhabit and in 
defense of a balanced environment and a way oflife that respects and preserves 
this environment (this volume), provide examples of how confrontations 
between different worldviews can take the form of cultural, legal, and political 
conflicts on national and international levels. 

The adoption of allegedly universally valid, Eurocentric legal and political 
models, such as the neoliberal economic order, representative democracy, 
individualism, or the equation between state and law often rests, as the 
different case studies in this book show, on forms of domination based on 
class, ethnic, territorial, racial, or sexual differences and on the denial of 
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collective identities and rights considered incompatible with Eurocentric 
definitions of the modem social order. Yet, even within Eurocentric 
normative frameworks, there is still scope for the right to difference to be 
affirmed, through conceptions of normality, nature, and morality that are 
alternative to the dominant ones. 

Conceptions of knowledge, of what it means to know, of what counts as 
knowledge, and how that knowledge is produced are as diverse as the 
cosmologies and normative frameworks alluded to above. All social practices 
involve knowledge. The production ofknowledge is, in itself, a social practice 
and what distinguishes it from other social practices is its self-reflexivity, which 
productively reshapes the context of practices in motive and engine of actions. 

Self-reflexivity, viewed as the discovery ofhetero-referentiality, is the first 
step towards the recognition of the epistemological diversity of the world. 
The latter, in tum, is inseparable from the diversity of cosmologies that divide 
and organize the world in ways that differ from Western cosmology and its 
offshoot, modem science. Both the proposals for radicalizing democracy
which point towards post-capitalist horizons--and the proposals for de
colonizing knowledge and power---which point towards post-colonial 
horizons-will be feasible only if the dominant epistemology is subject to 
a critique allowing for the emergence of epistemological options that give 
credibility to the forms of knowledge that underlie those proposals. 
· These different expressions of diversity are often subsumed under the term 

·"multiculturalism," a term that, like many others that have emerged from the 
critical di~courses in/of modernity, has become a contested word with a 
variety of meanings and uses. 

Multiculturalism: a contested concept 

Especially after the 1980s, the humanities and the social sciences converged 
on the transdisciplinary area of cultural studies, considering culture as a 
phenomenon associated with repertoires of meaning or signification shared 
by members of a society, and also with differentiation and hierarchy within 
national societies, local contexts, and transnational spaces. Culture therefore 

•became a central strategic concept in the definition of identities and alterity in 
the contemporary world, a resource for the affirmation of difference and the 
demand for its recognition, as well as a field of struggle and contradiction 
(McClintock, 1995; Werbner and Ranger, 1996; Spivak, 1999; Mosquera, 
Pardo, and Hoffinan, 2002). As a consequence, the concept of multi
culturalism became equally controversial and riddled with tensions. It stands, 
either simultaneously or alternatively, both for a description and a project (Starn, 
1997). As a description, it may refer to : 1) the existence of a multiplicity of 
cultures in the world; 2) the coexistence of diverse cultures within the same 
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political space; 3) the existence of cultures that influence each other, both 
within and outside the geo-political space of the nation-state. 2 

Inasmuch as multiculturalism, as a description of cultural differences and the 
ways in which they interrelate, has superimposed itself on multiculturalism as a 
political project that celebrates or recognizes these differences, it has given rise 
to criticisms and controversies, both from conservative sectors and from 
different progressive and left-wing currents. Conservative critiques have 
resonated in the USA and Western Europe as responses to a complex set of 
social, cultural, and political transformations, such as: changes in the ethnic 
composition of their populations as a result of the increased presence of 
immigrants, especially the large contingents of illegal immigrants from Latin 
America, in the case of the USA, and from Mrica, in the case ofEurope; social 
programs of affirmative action aimed at excluded or marginalized groups, such 
as African Americans, Native Americans or Hispanics in the USA; the 
development of cultural studies and women's studies programs within the 
university and the subsequent transformations of the curricula of traditional 
fields such as literature, aimed at giving a presence and a voice to women and to 
minorities; some public policies supporting the cultural production of mino
rities; the diversity of social critiques of the hegemonic role ofWestern science; 
and, finally, the emergence, in the public space. of movements promoting a 

·t:, 
politics of identity based on the recognition of difference. Starn (1997) 
summarizes these conservative critiques under the following four points: a) 
multiculturalism is anti-European, since it seeks to replace the values and 
achievements of Western civilization with an uncritical promotion of "in
ferior" achievements; b) multiculturalism promotes disunity and division, thus 
fragmenting society and threatening the cohesion and unity of national goals; c) 
multiculturalism is a "therapy for minorities," aimed at promoting their self
esteem in the face of their manifest inability to perform adequately within the 
educational system and within society as a whole; d) multiculturalism repre
sents a kind of" new Puritanism" supported by the policingoflanguage and the 
totalitarian imposition of "politically correct" speech. 

Some progressive responses to this picture underline the anti-Eurocentric 

{but not anti-European) nature of multicultural projects that promote the 
recognition and visibility of cultures that have been marginalized or excluded 

from Western modernity. Such projects recognize cultural differences, 
historical experiences, and intercultural dialogue in order to forge political 
alliances and coalitions supporting subaltern cultures and groups; they 

promote historical and cultural counter-perspectives in order to produce 
a relational history that includes subaltern groups; they also argue that 
examples of political correctness occur in all sectors of society and all shades 
of the political spectrum but that they are only attacked when they are 
associated with the defense of equality or the recognition of difference. 
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However, the response of the progressive sectors to multiculturalism is 
neither unanimous nor peaceful. The reason for this lies in the diversity of the 
cultural and political projects that describe themselves as multicultural, and in 
the different geopolitical and spatial environments in which they operate 
{whether North or South, local, national, global, etc.). The main progressive 
criticisms of multiculturalism may be grouped as follows: 

1. The concept of multiculturalism is Eurocentric, created to describe 
cultural diversity within the framework of the nation-states of the Northern 
hemisphere and to deal with situations resulting from the flow of immigrants 
from the South into a European space without internal borders, the ethnic 
diversity and affirmation of the identity of minorities in the USA and the 
specific problems of countries like Canada, with territorially differentiated 
linguistic or ethnic communities. The North has sought to impose this 
concept on the countries of the South as a means of defining their historical 
condition and identity. This entails the "exporting" or "traveling" of 
concepts or analytical frameworks that remain bound to Eurocentric in
tellectual domination. In the South, the concept is associated with the 
rhetoric and political agenda of states, often with the aim or result of 
legitimizing oppressive or exclusionary forms of communalism, sometimes 
linked to religious fundamentalism (as in India). The multiplicity of adjectives 
employed in relation to multiculturalism, which has been variously described 
as "liberal," "authoritarian," "corporate," "insurgent," "boutique," "criti
cal," "aggregate," "universalist," "essentialist," "paradigmatic," and "mod
ular" points to the fact that it is a concept that has no precise content and is 
not necessarily associated with emancipatory perspectives or projects (Bhar
ucha, 2000: 10). 

2. Multiculturalism is the prime expression of the cultural logic of multi
national or global capitalism (a capitalism "without a homeland," at last) and 
of a new form of racism, 

which empties its own position of all positive content (the multiculturalist is 

not a direct racist, he doesn't oppose to the Other the particular values of his 
own culture), but nonetheless retains his position as the privileged empty point 

of universality from which one is able to appreciate (and depreciate) properly 
other particular cultures-the multiculturalist respect for the Other's spe

cificity is the very form of asserting one's own superiority. (Zizek, 1997: 44) 

3. Multiculturalism tends to be "descriptive" and "apolitical," thus suppres
sing the problem of power relations, exploitation, inequality, and exclusion 
{the "United Colours ofBenetton" model). The notion of"tolerance" does 
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not demand any active involvement with others and reinforces feelings of 
superiority among those who speak from a self-defined site of universality. 

4. In the cases where it does occur, the politicization of multicultural projects 
takes place within the framework of the nation-state as a special status 
conferred on certain regions or peoples whose collective existence and 
collective rights are recognized only as subordinate to the hegemony of 
the constitutional order of the nation-state (and only while compatible with 
established notions of sovereignty associated rights, especially with property 
rights, such being the case of the conflicts surrounding the access to and the 
privatization of natural resources in Mrica, Asia, and Latin America). In this 
context, Gunew stresses the need to differentiate between "state multi
culturalism, dealing with the management of diversity, and critical multiwlturalism, 
used by minorities as leverage to argue for partidpation, grounded in their differences, in 
the public sphere" (Gunew, 2004: 16). In this latter sense, multiculturalism 
contributes towards a post-colonial analysis of cultural encounters. 3 

5. Within cultural and post-colonial studies, the concept of multiculturalism 
tends to be dealt with through a focus on mobility and migration, with an 
emphasis on intellectuals, while ignoring forced or subordinate mobility 
(refugees, migrant workers, or returned emigrants) or those who have not 
moved but have been subjected to the effects and consequences of translocal 
cultural, economic, and political dynamics. This focus is evident both in the 
post-colonial theories of hybridization (Bhabha, 1994) and in the emphasis 
placed on the use ofliterature and other "expressive" cultural forms that can 
be studied drawing on Eurocentric academic disciplines. This privilege 
awarded the "migrant condition" denies the specific histories of migrations 
and, furthermore, ignores the "individuals and communities that resist 
migrancy on the basis of other loyalties and bonds to family, tradition, 
community, language, and religion that are not always translatable within the 
norms ofliberal individualism" (Bhatucha, 2000: 7). 4 

6. Finally, it is possible to question the relevance of terms such as culture or 
multiculturalism in describing and characterizing specific contexts and ' 
experiences that involve distinct ways of viewing and dividing up the world 

and for which the notion of culture or the division between the cultural, the 
economic, the social, and the political is not relevant. This criticism raises the 
problem of the "strategic" use ofhegemonic concepts, which may often have 
the effect of reaffirming the very colonial imposition it opposes. 

The tensions and criticisms presented above stress the importance of 
specifYing the conditions under which multiculturalism as a project can 
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take an emancipatory content and direction. Emancipatory versions of 
multiculturalism are based on the recognition of difference, and of the right 
to difference and the coexistence or construction of a common way of life 
that extends beyond the various types of differences. These conceptions of 
multiculturalism are linked, in general, as Edward Said has noted (1994), to 
"overlapping territories" and "intertwined histories," the products of the 
dynamics of imperialism, colonialism, and post-colonialism, which have put 
metropoles and dominated territories in contact with each other (Memmi, 

1965), and which have created the historical conditions of diaspora and other 
forms of mobility (Anderson, 1983; Clifford, 1997). The idea of movement, 
the articulation of difference, and the emergence of cultural configurations 
based on contributions from specific experiences and histories have led to the 

exploration of the emancipatory possibilities of multiculturalism, thus fuel
ling debates and initiatives involving new definitions of rights, identities, 
justice, and citizenship. However, the relationship between the conditions 
that make these forms of mobility and hybridization possible and the 
dynamics of the capitalist world-system that produce, reproduce and increase 
inequality, marginalization and the exclusion of important sections of the 
world's population, in the North as well as in the South, are not always made 
explicit. For some proponents of emancipatory versions of multiculturalism, 
the relevance of culture lies in the fact that, in the era of global capitalism, it is 
the privileged arena for the articulation of the reproduction of capitalist social 
relationships and antagonism towards them, "the field on which economic 
and political contradictions are articulated" (Lowe and Lloyd, 1997: 32). 

· The viability of an emancipatory cosmopolitan politics calls for adequate 
responses to two kinds of problems which the transformations of global 
capitalism have brought to emancipatory struggles and to the production of 
knowledge relating to them. First, the multidimensionality of forms of 
domination and oppression gives rise, in tum, to forms of resistance and 
struggle that mobilize different collective actors and (not always mutually 
intelligible) vocabularies and resources, and this can place serious limitations 
on attempts to redefine the political arena. Second, since the majority of 
these struggles are local in origin, their legitimacy and effectiveness depend 
on the ability of collective actors and social movements to forge translocal 
and global alliances, which presuppose mutual intelligibility. The answer to 
these two problems cannot be accounted for by any general theory of society 
or of social transformation, as the latter tends to be situated in and respond to 
a particular social and cultural context. A politics of cultural diversity and 
mutual intelligibility calls for a complex procedure of reciprocal and hor
izontal translation rather than for a general theory. According to Boaventura 
de Sousa Santos, 
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because there is no single principle of social transformation, it is not possible 
to determine, in abstract, the articulations or hierarchies among the different 
social experiences and their conceptions of social transformation. Only by 
means of the mutual intelligibility of practices is it possible to evaluate them 
and identify possible alliances among them. (2004a: 182). 

This theory of translation allows common ground to be identified in an 
indigenous struggle, a feminist struggle, an ecological struggle, etc., without 
erasing the autonomy and difference of each of them. Translation is also 
fundamental to the articulation between the diverse and specific intellectual 
and cognitive resources that are expressed through the various modes of 
producing knowledge about counter-hegemonic initiatives and experiences, 
aimed at redistribution and recognition and the construction of new con
figurations of knowledge anchored in local, situated forms of experience and 
struggle. To achieve these aims, it is crucial to mobilize and prioritize 
concepts or fonits of knowledge---such as the modem sciences, including 
the social sciences, and the humanities-that were originally elaborated in an 

Eurocentric context. This allows the biases associated with these concepts to 
be exposed and alternative concepts based on strategies such as diatopical 
hermeneutics or reconfigurations of knowledges based on the mutual 
recognition of their partiality and incompleteness to be proposed (Santos, 
this volume). Their adequateness in different situations, experiences, and 
struggles has to be evaluated pragmatically; it is not possible to determine the 
"intrinsic" superiority of any one strategy over another. Taken as a whole, 
these responses represent a set of critical or emancipatory versions of 
multicultural projects, opposed to the apolitical nature of celebratory multi
culturalisms. We shall encounter different uses of these in the case studies 
included in this volume. 

The procedures of translation, articulated with what Boaventura de Sousa 
Santos (2004a) calls "the sociology of absences," are important resources for 
preventing the reconstruction of emancipatory discourses and practices from 
falling into the trap of reproducing, in a wider form, Eurocentric concepts 
and concerns. As in the debate on human rights, it is important here as well to 
identify the concerns and concepts that correspond to those that, in the West, 
endow notions such as "culture," "multiculturalism," "rights," "citizen
ship," "science," or "knowledge" with an emancipatory content. The 
strategic and emancipatory use of these concepts depends on the recognition 
of the variety of situated knowledges that have often been marginalized, 
silenced, or destroyed by the hegemony ofWestem science and technology 
(see Visvanathan, Meneses, and Xaba in this volume). 

The idea of "multicultural citizenship" acquires a more exact meaning as 
the privileged site of struggles for the mutual articulation and activation of 
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recognition and redistribution. 5 This is the path to the proliferation of local 
'public spheres that are, at the same time, able to establish translocal 
connections, sometimes with and sometimes against the national states, as 
nodes of counter-hegemonic forms of globalization, emancipatory global 
subpolitics, and genuinely cosmopolitan citizenships. The chapters by Shalini 
Randeria, Carlos Mares, Lino Neves, and Luis Carlos Arenas illustrate from 
different perspectives the difficult paths towards the recognition of both the 
principle of equality and the principle of recognition of cultural difference 
and its translation into a politics of multicultural collective rights, particularly 
when the control over natural resources, such as those existing in indigenous 
peoples' territories, is at stake. In the Mrican context, the question is also 
raised in the chapter by Borges Coelho when he discusses the role of 
knowledge in the process of shaping local, ethnic identities. 

The debate on the universality or multiculturalism of human rights 
illustrates a more general problem: that of knowing how to make com
mensurate demands for human dignity, formulated in different languages of 
rights and justice. The wider the circle of reciprocity, as defined by a given 
conception of rights and justice, the better it will be able to include diverse 

. actors, dialogues, and conceptions. The successes of the indigenous move-
ments in Brazil and of the U'wa in Colombia in mobilizing translocal and 
transnational solidarity provide exemplary illustrations of the importance of 
broad circles of reciprocity. The language of culture and multiculturalism is 
mobilized, in these situations, as a fundamental strategic resource and as a 
means of making claims for difference mutually intelligible and shared. 

As the case studies in this volume show, policies to integrate the 
indigenous populations of Brazil and Colombia within liberal citizenship, 
as autonomous individuals "free" of collective bonds, have signified in 
practice the denial of their collective rights, the right to their territory, to 
their way of life, and to their cosmologies. For the case of Brazil and 
Colombia these collective rights have come to be recognized and affirmed 
through their struggles to inscribe a multicultural constitutional order in the 
1988 and 1991 Constitutions, respectively. As the case of India suggests, the 
legal pluralism that results from the intersecting dynamics of the global, the 
national, and the local can create spaces for the recognition of alternative 
forms of normativity, but these can only effectively result in emancipatory 
dynamics in articulation with alternative conceptions of justice and redis
tribution policies aimed at the most vulnerable and subaltern groups in the 
population. The demand for the recognition of local identity can be 
mobilized in order to demand equal treatment for citizens within the same 
country. In other contexts, such as the case of the U'wa in Colombia, the 
atfrrmation of identity is a resource for demanding recognition of collective 
rights, associated with an effective guarantee of control over a territory and its 
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resources. However, identity discourses can also be used to impose repressive 
orders, based on a precarious peace enforced by arms, invoking the so-called 
harmony of a pre-modem past. The answer to these tensions and dilemmas 
proposed by Boaventura de Sousa Santos (this volume) is to defend equality 
whenever difference generates inferiority and to defend difference whenever 
a call for equality implies a threat to or a loss of identity. 

The struggles of the indigenous peoples of Latin America have drawn 
attention to a crucial point: these struggles owe their success and their 
endurance to their ability to forge alliances between different peoples and 
ethnic groups, other social movements, non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), and international solidarity movements. The consolidation of 
struggles for collective rights and for justice on a local scale depends, on 
the one hand, on mobilizing the national state as a guarantor of these rights 
and, on the other hand, on transnational solidarity. In many circumstances, 
alliances with sectors of the state (exploiting its tensions and internal contra
dictions) or the' mobilization of judicial power may make all the difference 
between a successful and an unsuccessful struggle. To the extent that the 
processes of globalization generate definitions of rights on varying scales that 
affect the local definition of rights, resorting to international legal instances 
may be highly relevant to the success of local emancipatory alliances. 

Alternative, counter-hegemonic globalization is based on the construction 
of emancipatory citizenships that articulate the local and the global through 
networks and polycentric coalitions. If the safeguard of the emancipatory 
nature of the struggles carried out at a local level requires that the direction 
and coordination of these struggles remain in the hands of local actors, then 
translocal and transnational alliances and the creation of international net
works of information and active solidarity are an indispensable condition for 
preventing these struggles from becoming too localized and particularistic. 

THE CRITIQUES OF SCIENCE 

AND THE PLURALITY OF KNOWLEDGES 

Some of the recent epistemological and political debates that have cut across 
the sciences and the transdisciplinary field known as "science studies" have 
displayed concerns that intersect or parallel many of the themes mentioned 
above. The questioning of the hegemonic conception of modem scientific 
knowledge, especially from the South and, in particular, during the last 
decades of the twentieth century, had ·significant consequences for aU 
disciplines, not least for the social sciences (Santos, 1995, 2004a; Guha 

and Martinez-Alier, 1997; Visvanathan, 1997; Prakash, 1999; Escobar, 1999; 
Masolo, 2003) . In the North, the debate drew as well upon Western 
traditions of philosophy and history of science and developed in two 
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directions: one, which we could describe as "internal," questions the 
monolithical character of the epistemological canon and asks for the epis
temological, sociological, and political relevance of the internal diversity of 
scientific practices and of the different ways of doing science; the other 
direction questions the epistemological exclusivism of science and focuses on 
the relationships between science and other knowledges, what we shall call 
the external plurality of science. Feminist and post-colonial critiques of 
conventional epistemologies have played a central role in both debates. 

The internal and external plurality of modern science 

·The question of the internal pl11rality of sdence was raised, in the West, 
primarily by feminist epistemologies, 6 by social and cultural studies of science 
and by the currents in the history and philosophy of science influenced by the 
latter. 7 These approaches displayed the dependence of scientific research as an 
activity on the selection of topics, problems, theoretical models, methodol
ogies, languages, and images and forms of argument; they studied, through 
historical and ethnographic research, the material cultures of the sciences,8 

the different ways in which scientists related to institutional contexts, to their 
peers, to the state, to funding agencies and entities, and to economic interests 
or to public interest; they highlighted the central significance of the con
ception of knowledge as a construction, as the interaction, through socially 
organized practices, of human actors, materials, instruments, ways of doing 
things, and skills, in order to create something that did not exist before, with 
new attributes, not reducible to the sum of the heterogeneous elements 
mobilized for its creation; and, finally, they scrutinized the conditions and 
limits of the autonomy of scientific activities, displaying their connections to 
the social and cultural context where they are carried out. Through their 
analyses of the heterogeneity of practices and of scientific narratives, these 
approaches exploded the presumed epistemological and praxiological unity 
of science and turned the opposition of the "two cultures" (of the sciences 
and of the humanities), as a structuring feature of the field ofknowledge, into 
a rather unstable plurality of scientific and epistemic cultures and config
urations ofknowledges.9 The recent episodes of the so-called "science wars" 
can be understood, according to this view, as an attempt at reasserting that 
divide and re-establishing and policing the boundaries of different domains of 

. knowledge and their hierarchy.10 

As the aforementioned studies have shown, the differentiation and 
specialization of the sciences are the outcome of historical changes associated 
with two processes. The first is the drawing of boundaries between science 
and technology, which often is still used to claim the intrinsic neutrality of 
science and locate the consequences of scientific research-be such con-
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sequences desirable or undesirable, good or bad, constructive or destruc
tive--on its applications. The changes undergone over the last decades by the 
organization of scientific knowledge and its relationship to technological 
innovation and development have led, though, to significant reassessments of 
the historical record of that divide, which showed evidence of many 
situations in the past in which technological innovation and development 
were inseparable from the activity of scientific research itsel( The widely 
used expression "technoscience" was proposed as a way of describing the 

impossibility of a radical differentiation of science and technology, stressing 
their mutual implication, as Laymen Garcia dos Santos points out in his 
chapter. 11 

The second process consists of the demarcation of science from other 
modes of relating to the world, taken to be non-scientific or irrational, 
including the arts, humanities, religion, and different versions of that 
relationship to the world which, paraphrasing Marx, confounds essence 
and appearance 'or, as Durkheim would say, allows collective life to rest upon 
"well-founded illusions," known as common sense. The assertion of the 
discontinuities of science and its "others" requires, as Gieryn (1999) has 

shown, a permanent commitment to boundary work, a ceaseless policing of 
borders and a persistent epistemological vigilance, in order to contain and 
repel the always allegedly imminent assaults of irrationality. This boundary 
work, however, had to face a number of obstacles, namely the very difficulty 
of dividing scientific knowledge and the objects of science from those that 
"belonged" to other domains of culture or to the vaguely defined territory of 
"opinion." The latter always had an ambiguous status in the history of the 
sciences, being regarded either as the "other" of science, which had to be 
denounced, demystified, and defeated in the name of rigor and reason, or as 
the "natural" ally of science, the obligatory point of passage for a transfor
mation of the world according to the principles of r~ason and the Enlight
enment. 

But the sciences are themselves internally "disunified" (Galison and 
Stump, 1996). The attempt at reducing science to a single epistemological 
model inspired by Newtonian mechanics and based on mathematization as 
the ideal of scientificity was belied by a diversification of situated practices 
coexisting and/or intertwined in an "ecology of practices," hosting dis
tinctive epistemological models, and which has been the object of social 
studies of science for the last three decades. The recognition of the principles 
that legitimated the different practices constituted as sciences led not only to 
the claim of a diversity of models of scientificity but to tensions between 
these models within the sciences themselves. The different ways in which 
that constitutive distinction of modem science, of subject and object, is 
enacted within different disciplines and scientific domains is another marker 
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of the "disunity" of the sciences. The particular circumstances and conditions 
of the production of knowledge are crucial for assessing the difference that 
knowledge makes and how boundaries and demarcations work as modes of 
making autonomous and legitimating distinctive fields of practices, without 
their submission to "foreign" epistemological models, or, conversely, how 
the transgression of boundaries allows the emergence of new disciplines or 
research domains, as illustrated by the history of the life sciences or of the 
environmental sciences. 12 

Epistemological diversity is neither the simple reflection or epiphenome
non of ontological diversity or heterogeneity nor a range of culturally specific 
ways of expressing a fundamentally unified world. There is no essential or 
definitive way of describing, ordering, and classifying processes, entities, and 
relationships in the world. The very action of knowing, as pragmatist 
philosophers have repeatedly reminded us, is an intervention in the world, 
which places us within it as active contributors to its making. Different modes 
of knowing, being irremediably partial and situated, will have different 
consequences and effects on the world. The very capacity of the modem 
sciences to create new entities and in this way to enact an ontological politics 
(Mol, 2002)-with the effect, intentional or not, of increasing the hetero
geneity of the world--seems to support this conception. It gives shape to a 
robust realism and to a strong objectivity, a clear awareness of the need to 
accurately and precisely identify the conditions in which knowledge is 
produced and its assessment on the basis of its observed or expected 
consequences. This allows a rigorous account of the situatedness, partiality, 
and constructedness of all knowledges, while rejecting relativism as an 
epistemological and moral stance. 13 

That which exists-knowledge, technological objects, buildings, roads, 
cultural objects--exists because it is constructed through situated practices. 
The relevant distinction, as Latour reminds us, is not between the real and the 
constructed, but between that which is well constructed, which successfully 
resists the situations in which its consistency, solidity, and robustness are put 
to the test, and that which is badly constructed, and hence vulnerable to 
criticism or erosion. This is the difference that allows a distinction to be made 
between facts (well constructed) and artifacts (badly constructed). 14 

To produce knowledge is to accept the risk of putting to the test our 
beliefs and our ignorance without reducing what we do not know to what 
we already know and without dismissing as irrelevant what we cannot 
describe because we ignore it, but it is also to exercise prudence and 
precaution when dealing with the unknown or with the possible conse
quences of our actions. 

This quick expedition into the "disunity" of the sciences suggests that the 
opposition of the two cultures, of the humanities and the sciences, is 
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inadequate to account for the differentiation of the practices ofknowledge
production and for the organization of know ledges, even in the context of 
modem Western societies. The emergence of post-colonial epistemological 
discourses showed how that opposition was constituted as an artifact of 
Western academic tradition, an outcome of the specific parameters that 
bounded the process of acculturation of science and the differentiation and 
hierarchization of knowledges (Alvares, 1992; Santos, 2004a). 

Feminist criticism, in tum, has provided some of the most powerful 
resources for the criticism of the monoculture of knowledge based on 
modem science and, in particular, of the way it has historically excluded 
or marginalized certain subjects, such as women.The influence of women's 
movements and of the different currents of feminism on the growth of the 
participation of women in the academic world and in the worlds of science is 
well established.

15 
There is less agreement on how this influence made itself 

felt. Schiebinger (1999) proposes a critical scrutiny of three paths to that 
influence: the participation of women in the production of science and in 
scientific institutions, including their access to advanced training, to jobs, and 
to career advancement; the changes in the culture of the sciences associated 
with that participation and with feminist critique, namely in shaping the 
organization of careers and of daily work, of the interactions between 
colleagues and between teachers and students, or the reorganization of 
the relationships between family life and occupational life; the change in 
the contents of knowledge itself in different disciplines and areas, in the 
definition of research topics, languages, images, research procedures, inter
pretation of results, and in the very definition of the boundaries between 
science and other forms of knowledge, allowing the recognition of practices 
associated, for instance, with local economic life, or with the local manage
ment of environment and health, usually performed by women, in a variety 
of social contexts. 16 

From the extensive body ofliterature on this subject, it is obvious that the 
consequences of feminist critique and of the debates over the science-gender 
link are, first, the denaturalization of the male dominance of modem science, 
sustained by a range of institutions, practices, and occupational ideologies; and 
second, the identification of the conditions associated with the constitution of 
knowledge subjects-not only gender, but ethnicity, class, nationality, or 
religion, to name only a few-and the consequent development of "strong" 
forms of objectivity, linked to the idea of the "positioned" or "situated" 
subject. Thus, feminist critique aims not to create a "separate" science but 
rather to contribute to changes in existing science, extending and renewing the 
critical horizon at the origins of modem science, incorporating new questions, 
perspectives, topics, and practices, in renewed institutional and occupational 
contexts, towards what Schiebinger (1999) describes as "sustainable science. " 17 
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Intercultural comparisons of Western science and other knowledge 
systems that have become localized (as traditional, native forms of knowl
edge) by the hegemonic force of Western science have brought new 
contributions to the debate, displaying continuities and disjunctions (Apf
fel-Marglin , and Marglin, 1990; Eze, 1997; Visvanathan, 2003; Escobar and 
Pardo; and Visvanathan, Meneses, and Xaba in this volume). This is where 
the discussion of the external plurality of knowledge, of the ways in which 
modem sciences have opened themselves to confrontation and dialogue with 
other forms ofknowledge, has found an anchor.18 In the light of this cultural 
critique of science it does not come as a surprise that Sarah Franklin (1995) 
defends "sdence as culture," or that Sandra Harding (1998) regards modem 
science itself as an ethnoscience, with a deep imprint of particular conven
tions, boundary work procedures, and values. 

THE COLONIALITY OF POWER AND KNOWLEDGE 

Post-colonial criticism has conceived the hegemony ofW estern science, after 
the end of the colonial era, as a form of "coloniality of knowledge and 
power" (Shiva, 1993; Ela, 1998; Quijano 2000; Lander, 2000). From the 
fifteenth century onwards, the constitution of the "modem/colonial world
system" (Wallerstein, 1979; Mudimbe, 1988; Dussel, 1994, 1995; Chakra
barty, 2000; Quijano, 2000; Mignolo, 2000; Mbembe, 2001) rested upon 
multiple "creative destructions," often carried out on behalfof"civilizing," 
liberating, or emancipatory projects, which aimed at reducing the under
standings of the world to the logic ofWestem epistemology. Examples of this 
were the conversion of the knowledges of colonized peoples and of the 
diversity of their cultures and cosmologies to expressions of irrationality, of 
superstition, or, at best, to practical and local forms of knowledge whose 
relevance was dependent on their subordination to modem science, per
ceived as the sole source of true knowledge, or to religious conversion or 
acculturation; the subordination of their customs to the law of the modem 
state and of their practices to the capitalist economy; and the reduction of the 
variety of their forms of social organization to the state/civil society 
dichotomy (Meneses, 2005) . This multifaceted reduction, despite its arbitrary 
origin, became a conceptual orthodoxy and was responsible for the sub
ordination of the peripheral and semi-peripheral regions and countries of the 
world system, which were to be called, at a later historical moment, the 
Third World, and which we shall refer to as the global South (Santos, 1995: 
506-519) .19 This denial of diversity is a constitutive and persistent feature of 
colonialism. While the political dimension of colonial intervention has been 
widely criticized, the burden of the colonial epistemic monoculture is still 
accepted nowadays as a symbol of development and modernity (Alvarez, 
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1992; Escobar, 1995; Visvanathan, 1997; Meneses, 2003) . Post-colonial 
studies may be regarded as a means to deal with this burden and its 
consequences. They will be defined, for our purposes, as 

a set of theoretical and analytical currents, finnly rooted in cultural studies 
but also present today in all the social sciences, sharing an important feature: 
in their understanding of the contemporary world, they all privilege, at the 
theoretical and political level, the unequal relations between the North and 

the South. Such relations were historically constituted by colonialism, and 
the end of colonialism as a political relation did not carry with itself the end 
of colonialism as a social relation, that is to say, as an authoritarian and 
discriminatory mentality and form of sociability. (Santos, 2004b)20 

The post-colonial critique of the epistemic foundations ofWestern acade-mic 

discourse has triggered and nourished discussions on the possibilities of 
construction of an alternative to capitalism. Post-colonialism, as some critics 
argued, is hostile to the possibility of such an alternative, due to its criticism of 
unified and homogeneous categories such as class, gender, and nation-state. 
Because post-colonialism does not contemplate the possibility of a politics of 
emancipation, they argue, it transforms resistance into an individual act. 
Much of this debate rests on the meanings of post-colonialism, as well as on 
the ambiguities that distinct visions of history place upon this concept. 
Although the "post" in post-colonialism is indicative of the end of colo
nialism and imperialism as direct political dominance, it does not imply the 
demise of imperialism as a global system of hegemonic power. Not surpris
ingly, Homi Bhabha, following Nkrumah, regards the condition of post
coloniality as "a salutary reminder of the persistent 'neo-colonial' relations 
within the 'new' world order and the multi-national division of labour" 
(1994: 6). As McClintock argues (1995: 10), the "post" in post-colonialism 
seeks to capture the continuities, ruptures, and complexities of specific 
historical periods, and attempts to go beyond the strict unilinear chrono
logical and dichotomous conceptions that dominate contemporary social and 
political thinking. In our view, a post-colonial perspective draws on the idea 
that the structures of power and knowledge are more visible from the 
margins. Hence its interest in the geopolitics of knowledge, its eagerness to 
problematize the equation of who produces knowledge, in what context, 
and for whom. In this context, the reflections of Ghandi (2000) , Nkrumah 
(1965), Cesaire (2000), Fanon (1963), or Memmi (1965), which laid the 
foundations of the history of violence and misunderstanding produced by 
capitalism and of a vibrant indictment of colonialism, are still of great 
relevance for the debate over the knowledge-power relation. As the studies 
in this volume illustrate in detail, the end of political colonialism did not 
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mean the end of colonialism as a social relationship associated with specific 
forms of knowledge and power, the coloniality of power and knowledge. 

It is clear, nowadays, that beyond its economic and political dimensions 
colonialism had a strong epistemological dimension?1 And when one 
considers the resilience of such dichotomies as nature/society, savage/ 
civilized, developed/underdeveloped one must ask how much of the 
colonial past remains in the post-colonial present. 

The production of the West as hegemonic knowledge required the 
creation of an Other, constituted as an intrinsically disqualified being, a 
collection of characteristics that were markers of inferiority towards the 
power and knowledge of the West and, thus, available for use and appro
priation by the latter. 22 Colonial alterity as a space of inferiority took various 
shapes that reconfigured the already existing processes of manufacturing 
inferiority, based on sex, race, or tradition (Ranger, 1988; Schiebinger, 1989; 

Santos, 1995; McClintock, 1995). As a result, three resilient subaltern figures 
are still with us: the woman, the savage, and nature?3 

Many alternative forms of knowledge were destroyed and the social 
groups that relied on them to pursue their own and autonomous paths of 
development were humiliated, all in the name of modern science (Dussel, 
2000: 49-50). Whatever the epistemological merits of modern science and 
their admittedly positive or, at least, benign effects, the self-constitution of 
science as a universal form of knowledge that claims the right to legislate over 
all other forms ofknowledge leads to it being frequently regarded in the non
Western world as a Western particularism whose specificity consists of 
holding the power to define as particular, local, contextual, and situational 
'all knowledges that are its rivals. 

One of the most important events of the colonial intervention from the 
late seventeenth century to the early twentieth century was the invention of 
the "savage" as an inferior being and the promotion of the idea of scientific 
and technological progress as imperative to achieve the highest stage of 
development-Western civilization. This creation of the other as a being 
devoid ofknowledge and culture-"Historically, flfrica is not part of the world; it 
cannot show evidence of any movement or development. T11e historic movements it 
displays-on the Northern region of the continent-belong to the Asian and European 
world" (Hegel, 1970: 193)-was the counterpoint of the colonial require
ment of transporting civilization and wisdom to peoples who lived in the 
dark recesses of ignorance. The segmentation of colonial society into the 

"civilized" and the "indigenous" endowed the whole colonial system with 

consistency by means of the reduction of the natives to the category of 
natural objects. 

If the savage represents the ultimate locus of inferiority, nature is the 
ultimate locus of exteriority (Santos, 1999). But since what is exterior does 



xxxvi ANOTHER KNOWLEDGE IS POSSIBLE 

not belong and what does not belong is not recognized as equal, the locus of 
exteriority is a locus of inferiority as well. The civilizing violence enacted 
upon the "savages" via the destruction of native knowledges and the 
imprinting of "true," civilized knowledge is performed, in the case of 
nature, through its transformation into an unconditionally available natural 
resource. In both cases, though, knowledge strategies are basically strategies 
of power and domination. In the case of the construction of "nature," 
knowledge and power went hand in hand; this is not to say that knowledge 
was produced in advance as an instrument to justifY the subordination of 
nature to society, but that the latter is an effect of the joining of power and 
knowledge. The savage and nature are, in fact, the two sides of the same 
purpose: to domesticate "savage nature," turning it into a natural resource. 
This unique will to domestication makes the distinction between natural and 
human resources as ambiguous and fragile in the sixteenth century as it is 
today. 

To be persuasive and effective, this account of the discovery of nature 
cannot question the nature of the discovery. Over time, what cannot be 
questioned ceases to be a question. Nature, turned into a resource, has no 
logic but that of being exploited to its exhaustion. Once nature is separated 
from human beings and from society, there is no way of conceiving of how 
they feed back into each other. This concealment prevents the formulation 
ofbalances and oflimits, and that is why ecology can assert itself only through 

I . al . 24 eco ogtc cnses. 

This construction of nature as external to society and as a resource-
something alien to the peoples the Europeans came in contact with-was 
one of the .core foundations of the capitalistic civilizational model. It 
followed the requirements of the constitution of the new world economic 
system based on the intensive exploitation of resources. The deterministic 
script resting upon the divisions of nature and society, of subject and object, 
and the central role of mathematical language turned nature into an 
interlocutor as unintelligible and alien as the "savages" dwelling in the 
territories occupied and conquered by Westerners: nature could not be 
understood; it could only be explained, and explaining it was the mission of 
modern science; it was there to be used, exploited and appropriated (Santos, 
1999). 

The building of colonial empires implied the export to the colonies of the 

ways of living of the so-called "civilized," a process that persists today, 
disguised as aid to the poor and underdeveloped (Diawara, 2000; Meneses, 
2003; Pithouse, 2003). Colonialism, devised as an epistemic concept during 
imperial times, is still a synonym of the impoverishment of "local" know l
edges in so far as it promotes the ghettoization of those knowledges and the 
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obliteration of other forms of knowing, that is, of producing and passing on 
experiences. The latter came to be confined to the condition of artifacts to be 
displayed in museums, as examples of an earlier, obscure, so-called "tradi
tional" knowledge (Nygren, 1999; Lander, 2000) . As a consequence, the 
plural landscape of knowledges existing in the world was rapidly over
shadowed by the rise of modern science-a means of adjudicating supremacy 
and unicity. 

In Africa and Asia, as had happened earlier in Latin America, the 
emergence of nationalist movements in the twentieth century would revive 
the debates over science and its function, the politics of knowledge, and the 
entitlement to existence of other forms of knowledge (Mondlane, 1969; 
Cabral, 1979; Apffel-Marglin and Marglin, 1990; Alvares, 1992; Diouf, 
1993; Dussel, 1995; Visvanathan, 1998; Prakash, 1999; Mora-Osejo and Fals 
Borda, 2003; Meneses, 2003).But these debates would soon wither away 
with the independence of colonial territories. "Defeating underdevelop
ment" became the new rallying ca11.25 The application of scientific results 
regarded as relevant and already achieved by other countries became a central 
aim. Efforts were thus directed towards the application and diffusion of 
scientific results and resources transferred from the North, both in the main 
front of the "battle for production" and in the training of qualified experts 
and technicians. Science was restored to its place of domination, this time as 
part of state-centered and deterministic schemes, stuffed with a rootless 
positivism that dismissed doubt, as was the case with the decision to build the 
big dams in India (Alvares, 1992). The buzzword was technological transfer 
and the associated concepts of invention, innovation, and diffusion. Inven
tion was the experimental field of the expert, the scientist. Innovation was 
the world of technique, subject to local applications; and diffusion appeared 
as the very embodiment of democracy: the knowledges that had been at the 
root of the progress and prosperity of others were now made available for the 
common good (Visvanathan, 2003). During this period, science moved from 
a recurrent reflection on its social role to science as an object of populariza
tion, of consumption: science as a marketable good. 

By the time feminist criticism, science studies, and post-colonial studies 
relaunched debates over the legitimacy of different knowledges and their 
intercultural comparison, the influence ofWestem notions of rationality and 
scientificity had already transformed modem science into a central reference 
for assessing "other" local cultures and knowledge systems (Hountondji, 

1994; Wiredu, 1996). This capacity to reproduce the Other ad aeternum 
through the epistemic and cultural dichotomy opposing scientific knowledge 
and alternative, rival knowledges has guaranteed the self-renewal, to the 
present, of the notion of underdevelopment. Having been stripped of 
experience, the South can regain it only through the accumulated experi-
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ences of the North, exported under the form of "the transfer of scientific 
knowledge and technology." International agencies still operate on the 
premise that the South has problems and the North has the solutions to 
them. The global South, underdeveloped, illiterate, sick, becomes an object 
of intervention, and normalizes the right of the North to intervene and 
control, adapt, and reshape structures, practices, and ways of life. The 
argument of"development" thus helps legitimize interventions in the South, 
in order to accommodate it to Western norms of progress, governance, and 
efficiency. The idea of development encapsulates the notion that it is the 
North that possesses "good" knowledge and ensures that science will 
overcome superstition and ignorance and benefit the needy, namely those 
who lack any suitable environmental ethics and long-term sustainable 
planning, are unable to carry out experiments, etc. (Crewe and Harrison, 
2002). 

In most coun~es of the South, the political changes of the 1980s and 
1990s took shape in the application of neoliberal reforms, many of them 
imposed by international agencies such as the World Bank and the Inter
national Monetary Fund, for whom technical support and the imposition of 
scientific knowledge produced in the North are key areas of intervention 
(Stiglitz, 1999; Mehta, 2001; Santos, 2006b). As Cox and Schechter argue 
(2002: 76), ''globalisatio11 is a stmggle over knowledge of world ciffairs," reminding 
us that science-as-commodity remains the central vector of subordination of 
South to North. Asymmetries between North and South are expressed in a 
broad range of dichotomies: donor/recipient; developed/underdeveloped; 
knowledge/ignorance; teaching/learning; thinking/acting; recommending/ 
following; designing/implementing. The reconceptualization of power is 
useful here not only to broaden our understanding of colonial relations, but 
also for generating a powerful criticism of current political structures, 
institutions and practices of power. 

A common element in different development discourses is the emphasis on 
the difference between specialist knowledge and local forms of knowledge 
and the deepening of oppositions such as rational/magical (religious), uni
versal/particular, theoretical/practical, and modem/traditional. These 
powerful dichotomies influence the way in which arguments are constructed 
and favor one form of knowledge at the expense of another (or others). If 
scientific, modern knowledge is portrayed as holding a dynamic, neutral, and 
objective authority, this image contrasts with a static and particularistic vision 
of other systems of knowledge found in the world (Masolo, 2003; Meneses, 
2003). 

Within the context of contemporary interactions between modern science 
and other "local" knowledges, the latter are regarded as valid only when they 
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serve the projects of capitalist modernity; such is currently the case with 
traditional medical and agricultural knowledge, as discussed in the chapters 
by Laymert Garcia dos Santos, A6rez Alonso, Shiva, Meneses, Xaba, and 

Egziabher. 
However, if the expressions "local knowledge," "indigenous knowl

edge," "traditional knowledge," or even "ethnoscience" have become part 
of academic discourse throughout the last two decades, their use in the North 
and the South is associated with distinct meanings. Until recently, social 
scientists did not recognize local forms of knowledge as being central to the 
process of development (Agrawal, 1995; Warren et al., 1995; Battiste and 
Youngblood, 2000), nor were forms of so-called "lay" knowledge or 
experience regarded, in the North, as relevant sources and resources for 
the construction of epistemically and socially "robust" configurations of 
scientific knowledge (Irwin and Michael, 2003; Calion, Lascoumes, and 

Barthe, 2001). 
It is increasingly acknowledged that current scientific knowledge imposes 

'as the only true or adequate interpretation of reality a worldview conceived 
as a global explanation of the world, thereby eliminating the possibility of a 
complementarity or articulation ofknowledges (Santos, 1995: 25 ff; 2004b). 
But if we take scientific knowledge as a form of globalized localism,

26 
we 

may recognize that one of the aspects of the crisis of modem knowledge rests 
upon the fact that it perpetuates the relations of colonial inequality, giving 

shape to a monoculture of knowledge?
7 

Over the last two decades, the struggle of "alternative" knowledges has 
vigorously challenged this conception of other knowledges as "merely" 
local or indigenous by demonstrating that knowledges are hybrid and 
situated constructions (Nygren, 1999; Masolo, 2003; Derman, 2003). 
They are the outcomes of socially organized practices involving the 
mobilization of different types of material and intellectual resources, 
bound to specific situations and contexts. The call for the democratization 
of knowledges is equated with the multifarious capacity of science for 
interaction with other knowledges and practices, contesting the ideals of 
the "unity of science" (Dupre, 1993; Galison and Stump, 1996; Nader, 

1996). 

Towards new configurations of knowledges 

A critical front that resonates strongly with the multiculturalism debates and 
pursues themes that are common to post-colonial, feminist, and science 
studies has allowed the recognition of plural systems of knowledges, alter-
native to modern science or entering into articulations with the latter and 
creating new configurations ofknowledges. This process has been achieved, 
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with productive results, especially in the more peripheral areas of the modern 
world system, where the meeting of hegemonic and non-hegemonic 
knowledges is more unequal and violent. It is precisely in these areas that 
non-hegemonic knowledges and their carriers are more in need of founding 
their resistance in processes of self-knowledge that mobilize the broader 
social, cultural, and historical context that breeds and sustains inequality, 
while generating energies that resist it (see Meneses, Xaba, Escobar and 
Pardo, in this volume).28 

These "local" resistances open up a window towards a broader critical 
evaluation of knowledge as situated and socially constructed, a perspective 
that allows for a more comprehensive "translation" and comparison among 
all knowledges (including scientific knowledge) on the basis of their capa
cities for the fulftllment of certain tasks in social contexts drawn by particular 
processes (including those that are associated with scientific knowledge). The 
work of translation, as we conceive of it, seeks to turn incommensurability 
into difference, a difference enabling mutual intelligibility among the 
different projects of social emancipation. The goal is to construct an ethical 
and political position without grounding it on any absolute principle, be it 
human nature or progress, since, historically, it was in their names that many 
emancipatory aspirations turned into forms of violence and atrocity, espe
cially in the South. This stance is anti-relativistic. From the point of view of 
the pragmatics of social emancipation, relativism, as an absence of criteria for 
hierarchies of validity among different forms of knowledge, is an untenable 
position. If anything is equally valid as knowledge, all projects of social 
emancipation are equally valid or, which amounts to the same, equally 
invalid (Santos, 2004b). Dialogues between knowledges may lead to regional 
or sectoral universalisms constructed from below, that is, to counter-hege
monic global public spheres-what we refer to in this introduction as 
"subaltern cosmopolitism." Cosmopolitan approaches start from the recog
nition of the presence of a plurality of knowledges and of distinctive 
conceptions of human dignity and of the world. The merit or the validity 
of the different knowledges and conceptions must obviously be assessed, but 
not on the basis of the mere disqualification of some. The future is not in 
going back to old traditions, since no technology is neutral: each technology 
carries with it the weight of its mode of seeing and being in nature and with 
other human beings. The future can thus be found at the crossroads of 
knowledges and technologies. 

The epistemic diversity of the world is open, since all knowledges are 
situated. There are neither pure nor complete knowledges; there are 
constellations ofknowledges. The claim of the universal character of modern 
science is increasingly displayed as just one form of particularism, whose 
specificity consists of having the power to define all the know ledges that are 

DE SOUSA SANTOS, NUNES, AND MENESES xli 

its rivals as particularistic, local, contextual, and situational. The recognition 
of epistemological diversity is a highly contested terrain because in it 
converge not only contradictory epistemological and cultural conceptions 
but also contradictory political and economic interests. A domain in which 
this has become most evident in recent times is biodiversity, which appears as 
an exemplary instance of the issues dealt with in this introduction. 

CONTENTIOUS AREAS: THE CASE OF BIODIVERSITY 

There is enough evidence today of how capitalism has appropriated the 
human body, turning cells into microfactories, revolutionizing the concept 
of social work, and eroding even more the thin line that separates the 
reproduction oflife from the production oflife, as is shown, in this volume, 
by Laymert Garcia dos Santos. When human nature is conceived as a 
potential or actual commodity and is used as technology~pecifically in 
the case of reproduction and genetic research-the belief in scientific 
progress is inscribed in the human body itself. Biological and human integrity 
thus become vulnerable to the demands of the market. Studies ofbiodiversity 
and the projects related to the human genome have shown that the emerging 
markets for genetic information are new areas for both the accumulation of 
capital and the construction of new meanings and contexts for nature, both 
human and non-human (Wilkie, 1996; Haraway, 1997; Flinter, 1998; 

Hayden, 1998; Reardon, 2005) .
29 

These issues have fostered a proliferation of controversial themes at the 
intersection of the internal d~bates within scientific knowledge, of the 
tensions and confrontations between rival forms of knowledge, and of 
the contradictions and conflicts that weave together the scientific-technical, 
the political, the cultural, and the economic that the critics of colonialism and 
of coloniality have brought to the fore. The controversies over biodiversity 
condense in an exemplary way these different dimensions of contention. 

The concept of biodiversity emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s 
(Takacs, 1996), and was rapidly integrated into the discourse on the 
environmental situation of the world, namely in international fora such as 
the 1992 Rio Summit. It has tight connections to the conception of the 
South as the world reservoir of biological diversity (Shiva, 1993; and in this 
volume). Biodiversity or biological diversity is understood, according to the 
United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), in its article 2, as 
the "variability among living organisms of all origins, including, inter alia, the 
terrestrial, marine and otller aquatic ecosystems and the ecological complexes tl1ey are 
part of It includes the internal diversity of spedes, between spedes and of ecosys
tems."30 The World Resources Institute proposed a broadening of this 
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definition, including genetic diversity, the variations among individuals and 
populations within the same species, and the diversity of species and 
ecosystems (WRI, 1994: 147). The term "biodiversity" in fact refers to 
the diversity of organisms, genotypes, species, and ecosystems, but also to the 
knowledges about that diversity. 

The actually existing knowledge of ecosystems and of living species and 
organisms is a lot broader than that "officially" registered in databases con
structed by scientific institutions.31 Not surprisingly, as Laymert Garcia dos 
Santos analyzes in his contribution, the construction of what is currently a 
network--or, more precisely, a set of networks--of know ledges on biodi
versity has not been the outcome of a hegemonic conception and of the 
"stabilization" of that concept, as happened in other instances oftechnoscience 
when it met other knowledges. The alternative discourses produced by 
subaltern actors are themselves part of that network, and they circulate within 
it with great visibility and impact. The discourse on biodiversity is, in fact, a set 
of discourses where different knowledges, cultures, and political strategies 
intersect. In spite ofbeing dominated by institutions from the North (NGOs, 
botanical gardens, universities and research institutions, pharmaceutical multi
national corporations, etc.), the know ledges produced by these networks have 
been used as well in "subversive" ways, through their appropriation by social 
movements of the South and their allies and through their reinscription in 
other constellations of power-knowledge. Escobar (1999) thus identifies four 
main positions within the biodiversity network: 

1. A "globalocentric" view, focused on the management of the resources of 
biodiversity, sustained mainly by global institutions, including the World 
Bank, G8 and several NGOs based in the North, such as the World 
Conservation Union, the World Resources Institute or the World Wildlife 
Fund. The focus of this view is the response to what it qefines as the threats to 
biodiversity, including the loss of habitats, the introduction of species in 
foreign environments, the fragmentation of habitats following their reduc
tion, etc. Responses consist of a set of measures articulated at different levels 
Qocal, regional, global), including scientific research, inventories, in situ 
conservation, national planning of the management of biodiversity and 
the creation of economic mechanisms to promote the conservation of 
resources, such as intellectual property rights and others. The CBD itself 
draws on dominant views of science, capital, and management practices, and 
is at the origin of the current dominant discourse on biodiversity. A role is 
acknowledged, under this perspective, for knowledges alternative to the 
dominant ones, usually described as "traditional," but the position that 
governs is that which endows science with a central role in designing 
strategies of conservation, insertion in programs for sustainable development, 
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or the creation of a variety of schemes for sharing benefits between national 
governments, corporations, research institutions, and communities. It is 
mostly in relation to so-called bioprospecting that these schemes have been 
proposed over the last two decades.32 

2. A national perspective, in countries of the South, that, without putting 
into question the main features of the previous position and the "globalo
centric" discourse, seeks to negotiate the terms of treaties and strategies for 
biodiversity following what they define as the national interest. According to 
Escobar (1999: 59), the topic of genetic resources has given a renewed vigor 
to the interest of governments in these negotiations. Included among the 
most lively discussed themes of these negotiations are conservation in situ and 
access to collections ex situ, sovereignty over genetic resources, ecological 
debt, and technology transfers. Some of the studies included in this volume, 
such as those by Escobar and Pardo and Borges Coelho, provide a record and 
analysis of these negotiations. 

3. A conception sustained by the progressive NGOs of the South that may be 
described as biodernocracy: through a reinterpretation of "threats to biodi
versity" --emphasizing the destruction of habitats through megaprojects of 
development, the monocultures of the mind, agriculture promoted by capital 
and the reductionist science and habits of consumption of the North 
promoted by narrowly conceived economic models-biodemocracy advo
cates the displacement of attention from South to North as the origin of the 
biodiversity crisis. At the same time, it suggests a radical redefinition of 
production and productivity, moving away from a logic of uniformity 
towards a logic of diversity. The latter assumes the local control of natural 
resources, the suspension of developmental megaprojects, support for pro
jects promoting the logic of diversity, and the recognition of a cultural basis 
associated with biological diversity_33 Those who advocate this approach 
oppose the use ofbiotechnology as a means for maintaining diversity34 and of 
intellectual property rights (IPR) as a tool for the protection of local 
knowledges and resources, proposing as an alternative the defense of 
collective rights. The articulation of forms of local activism connected 
through networks at the transnational and global scales appears here as an 
effective means of defending local knowledges. 

4. Finally, the perspective of cultural autonomy starts form a critique of the 
concept of "biodiversity" as a hegemonic construction to search for the 
opening up of spaces within the biodiversity network. This enables the 
construction of forms of development based on culture and on livelihood 
projects associated with places, in order to counter ethnocentric or, as 
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Escobar describes them, "extractivist" orientations towards biological di
versity. This position is upheld by the movements of the Pacific coast of 
Colombia studied by Escobar and Pardo, in this volume.35 

The controversies and conflicts over biodiversity raise new questions 
concerning the foundational overlap of the discovery of the savage and 
the discovery of nature. It is hardly by chance that a good deal of the 
biodiversity of the planet is present in territories inhabited by indigenous 
peoples, for whom nature never was a natural resource, as the West 
understands this notion. For these peoples, nature cannot be dissociated 
from society, within the frame of cosmologies that divide and classify the 
world in ways that are different from the one enshrined by modem, 
Western cosmology. Colonialism and, at a later stage, the forms of 
subaltemization that are characteristic of post-colonialism are associated 
with attempts to destroy these cosmologies and their worlds. Nowadays, as 
happened in the dawn of the world capitalist system, the multinational 
corporations of the pharmaceutical industry and of biotechnology seek to 
tum the indigenous peoples themselves into resources, no longer labor 
resources, but genetic resources and tools for accessing, through traditional 
knowledges, plants and other living beings, including human biology 
itself, in the form of biodiversity. 36 The IPRs that allow and legitimate 
these forms of appropriation of indigenous and local knowledge and the 
private appropriation of goods that are vital, for instance, for the safeguard 
and promotion of public health rest upon conceptions of private property 
rooted in the legal order of capitalism.37 This is a central concern 
associated with the application of TRIPS. 38 Its article 27 .3b requires from 
member countries of the W odd Trade Organization that they award 
patents over living matter, with the exception of plants and animals, 
although the obligation is still pending on offering _an effective sui generis 
protection of the varieties of plants {Florez and Rojas, 2001) . If for some 
this offer appears as a solution to strengthen the collective rights of 
indigenous peoples and farming communities within the narrow space 
for maneuver allowed by this legal Western codification, 39 there are many 
who oppose any form of legal compromise on protection. For them, any 
global legal imposition is seen as a threat to the survival of communities, as 
an attack on their cultures and on their rights. Ultimately, what is at stake 
is the sovereignty of each culture, of each community, since the imposi
tion of TRIPS-and consequently the rise of monopolies over seed banks, 
for instance-threatens the possibility of protecting the world's genetic 
diversity (Cullet, 2001), enforcing a regime ofmonocultures ofknowledge 
and increasing the risk of contamination with genetically modified plants 
of the places where greatest biological diversity is found (Simpson, 1997). 
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The process-typical of dominant approaches in the fields of technos
cientific knowledge involved in the prospection of biodiversity, of decom
posing and reducing the phenomena oflife and of the diversity of the living, 
and appropriating them as knowledge and as commodities-has been 
denounced as biopiracy (Shiva, 1997; Mooney, 2000; Laymert Garcia dos 
Santos, in this volume). There have been, however, attempts at defining 
alternative frameworks for legislation and the regulation of the appropriation 
of local and community knowledges, and in particular of knowledges of 
biodiversity. The Model Proposal of Law of the Organization for African 
Unity, proposed by the government of Ethiopia in 1998, seeks to promote 
legislative initiatives based on the cooperation of African states with a view to 
the protection of the resources of biodiversity and local forms of social 
organization and to ensure food sovereignty, through the defense and active 
mobilization of what we describe as rival knowledges. 40 

The wide circulation, reinterpretation and redefinition of the concept of 
biodiversity, despite all its problems and limitations, has thus given rise to 
new possibilities of articulating different cosmologies and languages from a 
variety of critical perspectives that seek to redefine the articulations be
tween-or the mutual constitution or co-production of--objects, beings, 
and the qualities that used to be attributed either to nature or to culture 
{Descola and Palsson, 1996; Haraway, 1997). 

CONCLUSION: TOWARDS AN EMANCIPATORY, NON
RElATIVISTIC, COSMOPOLITANECOWGYOF KNOWLEDGES 
The case studies included in this volume articulate the different themes dealt 
with in the previous sections, and go one step further by exemplifying the 
promises, possibilities, and difficulties ofbringing together and staging dialo
gues and alliances between diverse forms ofknowledge, cultures, and cosmol
ogies in response to different forms of oppression that enact the coloniality of 

'knowledge and power. Boaventura de Sousa Santos's appeal for "learning from 
the South" (1995: 508) indicates precisely that the aim to reinvent social 
emancipation goes beyond the critical theory produced in the North and the 
social and political praxis to which it has subscribed. As a contribution to the 
"opening" of the canon ofknowledge, we have formulated a set of theses on 
the ongoing debates and initiatives on diversity and recognition. 

1) Different human communities prodttce diverse forms of viewing and dividing up the 
world, which do not necessarily conform to Eurocentric distinctions. The latter include, 
for example, those that divide 11p sodal practice between the economy, sodety, the state, 
and culture, or that drastically separate nat11re from sodety. A re-evaluation of the 
relations!tip between these different conceptions of the world and their repercussions on 
law and jttstice is currently in progress. 
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Differences between worldviews become explicit and tum into sites of 

struggle when the integrity of the communities is threatened by alternative 
notions of relationships to territory--such as those that are based on the 
individual right to property--or when the distinction between respect for 
culture and the imperative of development is drawn upon to justifY the 
exploitation of "natural resources" by external forces (be they national or 
multinational institutions). 

The adoption ofEurocentric legal and political models, and claims of their 
allegedly universal validity, such as the neoliberal economic order, repre
sentative liberal democracy, or the supremacy ofliberallaw, often rest upon 

forms of domination based on class, ethnic, territorial, racial, or sexual 
difference and on the denial of collective identities and rights deemed 

incompatible with Eurocentric definitions of the modem social order. 
Yet, there is scope for the right to difference to be affirmed, as several 
examples discussed here demonstrate, by creating conceptions of normality, 
law, nature, and ~orality alternative to dominant conceptions. 

2) Difforent forms of oppression or domination generate equally distinct forms of 
collective resistance, mobilizatiorJ, su~jectivity, and identity, which invoke difforen
tiated notions of justice and dignity. In these types of resistance and their local/global 
artiwlation through procedures of intercultural translation resides the impulse towards 
counter-hegemonic globalization. 

It is by resisting assimilation that indigenous populations have come to 
impose on the Latin American states recognition of their identity as a people 
and of their collective rights. The rural populations in various regions oflndia 
are struggling against the multinationals, international organizations, and the 
state itself for the right to their own environment, way of life, and natural 
resources. Human rights activists are fighting for human dignity and against 
suffering in different parts of the world. 

The collective identities associated with these different forms of struggle 
are the emerging result of the struggles themselves, even when based on pre
existing conditions or collectives. The ability to widen, sustain, and win the 
struggles depends on the transition of these communities from local to 
imagined and invented communities, created through a "voracity of scales" 
that enlarges the struggles from the local to the national and transnational. 
The successes of the indigenous movements in Brazil and in Colombia in 
mobilizing translocal and transnational solidarity provide exemplary illustra
tions of the importance of broad circles of reciprocity. The language of 
culture and multiculturalism is mobilized, in these situations, as a funda
mental strategic resource and as a means of making claims for difference that 
are mutually intelligible and shared. 
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3) Emancipatory politics and the invention of new citizenships are played out within 
the tensions between equality and difforence, that is, between the need for redistribution 
and the demand for recognition. 

Equality and difference are not, in themselves, sufficient conditions for a 
politics of emancipation. The debate on human rights and their reinvention 
as multicultural rights, as well as the struggles ofindigenous peoples show that 
the affirmation of equality based on universalistic presuppositions, such as 
those that prevail in Western individualistic conceptions of human rights, 
lead to the decharacterization and denial of differentiated identities, cultures, 
and historical experiences, particularly through the refusal to recognize 
collective rights. Yet the affirmation of difference, in itself, can serve to 
justifY discrimination, exclusion, or subordination in the name of collective 
rights and cultural specificity. The collective rights of the indigenous 
populations of Brazil and Colombia have come to be recognized and 
affirmed through their struggles in the 1988 and 1991 Constitutions, 
respectively, thus giving rise to a multicultural constitutional order. As 
the case oflndia suggests, the legal pluralism that results from the intersecting 
dynamics of the global, the national, and the local can create spaces for the 
recognition of alternative forms ofnormativity, but these can only effectively 
result in emancipatory dynamics in articulation with alternative conceptions 
ofjustice and redistribution policies directed towards the most vulnerable and 
subaltern groups in the population. In the case of the U'wa or the Mro
Colombians of the Pacific coast, the affirmation of identity is a resource for 
demanding recognition of their collective rights, associated with an effective 
guarantee of control over a territory and its resources. In other cases, as with 
natural disasters in Mozambique, identity enacted on the basis of local 
knowledges can also be used to contrast external, national solutions. In 
order to address these tensions and dilemmas Boaventura de Sousa Santos 
{this volume) proposes the following meta-right: we have the right to be 
equal when difference breeds inferiority and the right to be different when 
claims of equality threaten our right to identity based on shared experiences 
and histories. 

4) The epistemic diversity of the world is potentially infinite. There is no ignorance or 
·knowledge in general. All ignorance is igrJorant of a certain krwwledge, and all 
knowledge is the overcoming of a particular ignorance. There are no complete 
knowledges. 

As the concrete experiences discussed here show, the epistemological 
diversity of the world is immense. The production ofknowledge is, in itself, a 

social practice and what distinguishes it from other social practices is the 
thinking or reflecting on actors, actions and their consequences in the 
contexts where they take place. Every form of knowledge thus involves 
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self-reflexivity, which productively reshapes the context of practices into the 
motive and engine of actions that do not simply repeat their contexts. This 
self-reflexivity is the same as the discovery of hetero-referentiality. It is the 
first step towards· the recognition of the epistemological diversity of the 
world. The latter, in tum, is inseparable from the diversity of cosmologies 
that divide and organize the world in ways that are different from that of 
Western cosmology and modem science. A cosmopolitan epistemology must 
start from the recognition of the presence of a plurality ofknowledges and of 
different conceptions of human dignity, nature, and the world itself, as the 
cases from South Africa, Mozambique, Brazil, India, and Colombia suggest. 
The principle of incompleteness of knowledges is a basic condition for the 
possibility of epistemological dialogue and debate among knowledges. 

5) In practice, know/edges operate as constellations cif know/edges. The relativity cif 
know/edges is not synonymous with relativism. 

Constellations'ofknowledges always involve hierarchies among the forms 
of knowledge that constitute them. The practical knowledge and good sense 
of the scientist in the laboratory are very important, but, of course, scientists 
are at the service of the scientific knowledge he or she starts from and seeks to 
advance. In other words, from a pragmatist point of view, relativism is a non
issue. No human practice could be carried out in a consistent way if all the 
different types of knowledge that intervene in it had the same weight. As an 
epistemological problem, relativism is less about criteria of validation than 
about the criteria for establishing hierarchies of validation or their absence. 
From the point of view of the pragmatics of social emancipation that is at the 
center of the research project out of which came the studies in this volume, 
relativism, as long as it is regarded as an absence of criteria for the hierarchies 
of validation, is an untenable position, since it makes impossible the very 
conception of a meaningful relation between knowle~ge and social change. 
If everything is equally valid, and equally valid as knowledge, all projects of 
social change are equally valid or (which is the same) equally lacking in 
validity. 

6) The epistemological privilege cif modern science is a complex phwomenon that 
cannot be explained in exclusively epistemological terms. 171e claim cif the universal 
charader cif modem science is just 011e form cif particularism, whose specijlcity is the 
power to define all the know/edges that are its rivals as particularistic, local, contextual, 
and sitr4ational. Global cognitive justice will be possible by substituting a monowlture 
cif scientijlc knowledge by an ecology cif know/edges. 

The differences among knowledges imposed by modem science are the 
result of what counts as relevant knowledge, differences in identifying, 
validating, or hierarchizing the relations between Western-based scientific 

DE SOUSA SANTOS, NUNES, AND MENESES xlix 

knowledge and other knowledges derived from other practices, rationalities, 
or cultural universes. 

Mter centuries of mutual implication between epistemological models and 
models for social change, it is not possible to think and even less enact 
alternatives for emancipatory social change without epistemological changes. 
The challenge of an ecology ofknowledges (Santos, 2004a: 168-171) is the 
epistemological stance from which it is possible to start thinking about the 
decolonization of science and, thus, the creation of a new type of relationship 
between scientific knowledge and other knowledges. The ecology of 
knowledges represents the possibility of opening up the dominant canon 
of knowledge and recognition, by bringing into the picture other, alter
native, non-scientific knowledges. This new relationship lies in granting an 
"equality of opportunities" to the different kinds of knowledge engaged in 
ever broader epistemological disputes aimed at maximizing their respective 
contributions to build a more democratic and just society, and the deco
lonization ofknowledge and power. The point is not to ascribe equal validity 
to all kinds of knowledge but rather to allow for a pragmatic discussion of 
alternative criteria of validity, which does not straightforwardly disqualify 
whatever does not fit the epistemological canon of modern science. 

It is not so much a matter of opposing modem science to other knowl
edges as of creating dialogues, both within science and between different 
conceptions and practices of knowledge that the ruling epistemology is 
unable to identify. What is at stake in the epistemological change we propose 
is not the validity of science, but its exclusive validity. The proposed 
pluralism of knowledges will facilitate radical democratization and the 
decolonization of knowledge and power. 

7) The decolonization cif science is based on the idea that there is no global social justice 
without global cognitive justice. The logic of the monoculture of scientijlc knowledge and 
rigor must be corifronted with the identijlcation cif other knowledges and criteria cif rigor 
that operate credibly in other social practices regarded as subaltern. 

The coloniality of power and knowledge plays a central role in providing 
the conditions and resources for multiple forms of domination and dis
crimination. Colonialism has come to an end as a political relationship, but 
not as a social relationship, persisting in the shape of the coloniality of power. 
In dealing with the relations between North and South, between core and 
periphery of the world-system, the coloniality of power is, nowadays more 
than ever, inextricable from the coloniality of knowledge. Neoliberal 
globalization and the strict recipes of economic science and the type of 
technological development they promote have brought to a peak the 
destruction of other know ledges and practices, worldviews, symbolic worlds, 
and the modes of living they legitimate and make credible. This massive 
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attack on the diversity of know ledges in the world promotes an unprece
dented impoverishment of social and cultural experience. 

8) The recognition of the diversity and plurality of knowledges requires the internal 
democratization of sdence itself. 

There are two sides to this. The first concerns the recognition of the 
internal plurality of science, not only the plurality that follows from 
disciplinary divisions but also that emerging from the different theoretical, 
analytical, and conceptual traditions and of their modes and processes of 
constructing knowledge, and the ways in which controversy and metho
dological transgression are dealt with. The process of paradigm construction 
is neither linear nor irreversible and even after its consolidation rival 
paradigms persist with more or less visibility. The persistent signs of the 
existence of the latter, even if repressed by the mechanisms Kuhn identified, 
are not just residues of the past; they may well be the embryos of new 
paradigms. Their insertion in the process of making science is related to their 
multi-situatedness. In other words, science is produced in different social 
contexts and these are not external to science; rather, science and context 
interpenetrate to co-produce practices and styles of scientific activity. This 
does not make scientific knowledge less valid in general. But it is upon these 
features that the always provisional and relative validity of scientific state
ments, their recurrently contestable "warranted assertibility," as John Dewey 
put it, rest. The recognition of this internal plurality expands the scope of 
theoretical, analytical, and epistemological debates and makes science more 
pliable and open to the epistemological diversity of the world. In other 
words, recognition of internal plurality is a condition for the recognition of 
external plurality. 

The other side of the democratization of science concerns the relationships 
and mutual engagements of scientific communities and citizens, of scientific 
knowledge and the cognitive skills required for active citizenship, both 
individual and collective, in societies that conceive of their welfare as 
increasingly inseparable from their multicultural character and as dependent 
on the quantity and quality of the know ledges circulating within them. From 
laboratory practices to ritual practices, every human activity with a minimal 
degree of complexity mobilizes a plurality of types of knowledge, even if one 
of these comes to be dominant in configuring the practice in question and the 
way in which it relates to the context it operates in and transforms. In 
pragmatist terms, there are only constellations of know ledges and the most 
decisive epistemological question is that which asks for the hierarchies of the 
different types of knowledge within these constellations, for the reasons for 
those hierarchies, for their effectiveness, and for their consequences. 

DE SOUSA SANTOS, NUNES, AND MENESES li 

9) The transition from a monorulture of sdentific knowledge to an ecology of 
knowledges will make possible the replacement of knowledge-as-regulation with 
knowledge-as-emandpation. 

The ecology of knowledges is the principle of consistency underlying 
constellations of knowledges. The transition from the monoculture of 
scientific knowledge to the ecology of knowledges will be difficult since 
its success is concurrent with that of other transitions pointing towards post
capitalist horizons of radical democracy and the decolonization of power and 
knowledge. One way of describing this process is as the replacement of 
knowledge-as-regulation by knowledge-as-emancipation. Knowledge-as
regulation knows through a trajectory that goes from ignorance, regarded 
as disorder, to knowledge, described as order, while knowledge-as-emanci
pation knows through a trajectory that leads from ignorance, conceived of as 
colonialism, to knowledge conceived of as solidarity (Santos, 1995: 25-27; 
2002). The possibility of modem science contributing to the construction of 
knowledge-emancipation was historically frustrated by the self-assigned 
epistemological exclusiveness of modem science, a process "required," 
historically, by the increasing connections of science to the objectives of 
social change associated with capitalism and colonialism. The recovery of the 
emancipatory potential of science is possible through the democratization 
and decolonization of science. But this requires that science cease to be a 
metonymy of knowledge and become one of its constituents, an important 
one for sure, within the constellations of knowledges aiming at social 
emancipation. 
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Notes 

While the first two volumes of this collection focused on the political 
(Santos, 2005) and economic (Santos, 2006a) aspects of the reinvention of 
social emancipation, the current volume focuses on its cultural and episte
mological aspects. 
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2 The "nation-state" is a concept intensely scrutinized by post-colonial 
approaches in the light of the political realities prevailing in the global South. 

3 Several authors regard post-colonialism as reflecting the condition of Third 
World intellectuals joining the First World academia (e.g., Dirlik, 1994: 356). 

4 Another line of criticism refers to the privileging, in post-colonial studies, of 
the experience of the territories and populations colonized by England and 
France, and the relative marginalization of other experiences, such as those of 
Latin America and the African regions colonized by Portugal and Spain 
(Dussel, 1995; Mignolo, 2000; Santos, 2001a, 2001b; Chahal, 2002). Scarce 
attention has been given as well to the colonial condition from a pan-Mrican 
and pan-Asian ethical critique (Mudimbe, 1988; Nandy, 1999). Despite the 
limitations noted, see Spivak's critical reflection on the field of post-colonial 
studies (1999) . See also Mzal-Khan and Sheshadri-Crooks' criticism of the 
"(pre)occupation of postcolonial analysis" (2000). 

5 Will Kymlicka has produced important work on multicultural citizenship 
(e.g., Kymlicka, 1995), although within the framework ofWestern liberal
ism. For a broader analysis of this question, see Bennett, 1998; Santos, 2002; 
Dean and Leyi, 2003; and Ghai in this volume. 

6 Feminist epistemologies-the plural is meant to address the diversity of 
positions on this matter within feminism-have been central to the critique 
of the "classical" dualisms of modernity, such as nature/culture, subject/ 
object, human/non-human and the naturalization of hierarchies of class, 
sex/gender, and race (Soper, 1995). 

7 See, for instances of a still growing literature, Santos, 1987, 1995, 2000, 
2003a; Pickering, 1992; Lynch, 1993; Jasanoff et al., 1995; Galison and 
Stump, 1996; Latour, 1999a; Kleinman, 2000; Nunes and Gonyalves, 2001; 
Stengers, 2003. 

8 For recent exemplars, see Galison, 1997; Kohler, 2002; Keating and 
Carnbrosio, 2003. 

9 For different approaches to this topic, see Galison and Stump, 1996; Nunes, 
1998/99, 2001; Wallerstein, 2003; Wagner, 2003; Stengers, 2003. 

10 For different discussions of the "science wars," see Santos, 2003a, 2003b; 
Gould, 2002. On cultural authority as a stake in this episode, see Nanda, 
1997; Fujimura, 1997. 

11 On this topic, see Latour, 1987, as well as several · of the contributions to 
Santos, 2003a. 

12 On this, see, for example, Oyama, Griffiths, and Gray, 2001; Keller, 2002; 
Singh et al., 2001; Ramalho Santos, 2003; Robert, 2004. 

13 See, on this, Dupres proposal of a "promiscuous realism" (1993, 2003), 
which has strong affinities with pragmatist approaches (that of John Dewey 
in particular) earlier explored by Santos (1989) . 

14 On construction see, for instance, Latour, 1999a, and the contributions to 
Santos, 2003a. 

15 For some relevant contributions to feminist critiques of science, see Keller, 1985; 
Harding, 1986, 1998, 2003; Schiebinger, 1989, 1999; Haraway, 1992, 1997; and 
Fausto-Sterling, 2000. Gardey and Lowy, 2000; and Creager, Lunbeck, and 
Schiebinger, 2001 offer useful overviews, even if focused on the North. 

16 There is a wide body ofliterature revealing the complexity of the crossroads 
offerninist epistemologies in the South, a subject that is beyond the scope of 
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this Introduction. See, for example, Shiva, 1989; Nanda, 1991; Leach, 1992; 
McClintock, 1995; Harding, 1998; Jewitt, 2000; Mama, 2001; Raju, 2002. 

17 On these debates, see the contributions to Harding, 2003. 
18 However, the precise terms of these relationships must be scrutinized, as 

modem science tends to cannibalize other knowledges, appropriating them 
as raw materials and turning them into commodities, as Laymert Garcia dos 
Santos, Vandana Shiva, and Margarita Florez Alonso discuss in their chapters. 

19 On the eve ofWorld War II, colonies and ex-colonies covered about 85 
percent of the land surface of the globe. Colonialism played a key role in the 
transformative encounter for both colonizers and colonized (Loomba, 1998: 
xiii). 

20 Two main sources of criticism of post-colonialism can be identified (Abra
hamsen, 2003: 191): a critique that reacts to post-colonialism's rejection of 
metanarratives and categories such as class, race, and nation; and a critique 
that objects to its theoretical language and to the focus on text and discourses. 
By stressing the discontinuities of the colonial and post-colonial periods and 
emphasizing inquiry into the colonial encounter, post-colonial studies are 
perceived as a successor ofEurocentric social science. See Ahmad (1992) and 
Ranger (1996: 273) for instances of this critique. 

21 On the implications of the epistemological consequences of the "colonial 
encounter" see Nandy, 1982; Apffel-Marglin and Marglin, 1990; Asad, 
1991; Petitjean et al., 1992; McClintock, 1995; Santos, 1995; Dussel, 1995; 
Ela, 1998; Mignolo, 2000; and Mbembe, 2001. 

22 In the words of Mbembe, the understanding of the "West" emerged 
simultaneously with the notion of "the rest," where Africa "still constitutes 
one of the metaphors through which the West represents the origins of its 
own norms, develops a self-image, and interprets this image into the set of 
signifiers asserting what is supposed to be its identity" (2001: 2) . 

23 On the meanings of "alterity from below" (from a broader perspective, 
including gender, race, and colonial subjectivities) see Narayan, 1993; Raju, 
2002; and Masolo, 2003. 

24 For different discussions of the epistemological and political implications of 
ecological approaches to the world, see Latour, 1999b; Leff, 2004; Taylor, 
2005. 

25 On the critiques of development, see Hobart, 1993; Escobar, 1995; Visva
nathan, 1997; Crewe and Harrison, 2002; as well as the introduction to 
volume 2 of this series, by Boa ventura de Sousa Santos and Cesar Rodriguez
Garavito, 2006. 

26 Santos (2001c: 71) defines globalized localism as "the process through which 
a given local phenomenon is successfully globalized. " In this sense, the 
opposition tradition/modernity expresses the outcome of hegemonic glo
balization, which carried with it the projection ofWestem science as the sole 
valid form of knowledge, thus localizing all other knowledges. But "local" 
refers, here, not to a mere space of reaction to modernity but to spaces of 
emergence of diverse historical paths, of different modernities, including 
those that are alternative to the hegemonic one. 

27 Describing modem science as a mono culture of knowledge does not mean 
that it is not internally diverse, as has been shown earlier, but that it takes on 
this "monocultural" quality in its relations to the range of forms of know!-
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edge and experience regarded as "non-scientific," "local," "lay," "tradi
tional," etc. 

28 On this subject, see also Mudimbe, 1988; Alvares, 1992; Bebbington, 1993; 
Hountondji, 1994, 2002; Dussel, 1995; Santos, 1995, 2002, 2004b, 2006b; 
Visvanathan, 1997, 2003; Ela, 1998; Mignolo, 2000, 2003; Chakrabarty, 
2000; Lander, 2000; Lacey, 2002. 

29 Access to these new reproduction strategies and the definition of who 
provides the "raw materials" for the trade in cells, tissues, and organs are 
further sources of conflict. These incursions, often in indigenous commu
nities and ecosystems, tend to perpetuate the inequalities associated with the 
persistence of colonial situations. 

30 For the full text, see http://www.biodiv.org. 
31 Estimates of the number of actually existing living species tend to vary 

between 5 and 30 million, with some suggesting up to 80 million. The 
number of species that have been the object of inventory and inclusion in 
databases following international scientific conventions, however, is less than 
2 million. 

32 See, inter alia, Reid eta/., 1993; Caporale, 1996; Balick et al., 1996; King et al., 
1996; Svarstad and Dhillion, 2000; Zerbe, 2002. 

33 Vandana Shiva is one of the best-known advocates of this position. See her 
contribution to this volume. 

34 Some promoters and supporters of biotechnology confuse the promotion 
of biological diversity with the heterogeneity of living beings through 
biotechnological manipulation, allowing the creation of hybrids, such as 
transgenic organisms, which did not exist before that manipulation was 
performed. But biotechnological manipulation is associated, more gen
erally, with a search for the optimization of productivity or of resistance to 
certain kinds of threats (pests) through techniques such as genetic re
combination. This leads to a selection of certain characteristics of organ
isms and to the dismissal or rejection of others which are not compatible 
with tha~ search for optimization. The increase in the heterogeneity of 
living beings tends, thus, to promote the reduction of the diversity of 
organisms, species, and ecosystems, not their increase. On this contro
versy, see Kleinman and Kloppenburg, 1991; Shiva, 1993; ETC, 2002; 
Lacey, 2002. 

35 See also Escobar, 2003. 
36 On the prospecting of human biodiversity, namely within the Human 

Genome Diversity Project, see the "Declaration oflndigenous People of the 
Western Hemisphere Regarding the Human Genome Diversity Project" (in 
Cultural Suroival Quarterly 63 [1996]); for discussions, see Hayden, 1998, and 
Reardon, 2005. 

37 On the issue of patents and the fight against HIV-AIDS, see also Klug, 2005. 
38 TRIPS-Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights-is the 

World Trade Organization agreement on matters related to intellectual 
property rights. 

39 In June 2003, the Mrican Group of WTO member countries drafted a 
proposal for opening TRIPS to traditional knowledge systems, and is seeking 
its approval by other WTO member states. 

40 See Ekpere, 2000, and Egziabher 1999, and in this volume . 
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