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I  will begin this essay with a ghost story. In his Ghosts of War in 
Vietnam, heonik Kwon describes a region of Vietnam abounding 
with the ghosts of those who had met violent deaths away from 

home. the humans who share their world with these ghosts –and also 
with gods and other deities, and with the spirits of their dead ances-
tors– are part of an eminently modern society, characterised by extensive 
market relations, and many of the other appurtenances and symbols of 
modernity; and the ghosts themselves are not remnants of a time long 
past, because a large number of them are the ghosts of the war dead, 
both american and Vietnamese. these ghosts require the same things 
that the living require, and so are made offerings of food and drink, 
votive money, clothing, and sometimes, even a bicycle or honda. there 
are those in Vietnam –and they include many, though by no means all, 
of the members of the ruling communist party– who disapprove of such 
offerings, and regard this as ‘illusory thinking”, but they are, Kwon tells 
us, “greatly outnumbered by those who instead consider it a part of the 
nature of being and becoming in the world, that is, as an ontological 
question” (2008: 16). those who attend to the needs of ghosts make 
their offerings irrespective of the nationality of these spectral figures; at 
a séance a deity explains to the anthropologist, “my dear foreigner, dead 
people don’t fight. War is the business of the living. People in my world 
do not remember the intentions and objectives of the war they fought 
while they were in your world” (2008:135). Whatever their nationality 
or politics, ghosts have a right to exist in the social world of the living, 
and the rituals and offerings the living make are, writes Kwon, part of “a 
constant negotiation over social and ecological space with this ontologi-
cally given, socially distinct group of beings” (2008: 18). 

If there are those who confuse ghosts with men, there are also those 
who confuse nature with society. according to Philippe Descola, the 
achuar people of the upper amazon “do not…share our antimony 
between two closed and irremediably opposed worlds, the cultural world 
of human society and the natural world of animal society” (1994, 324). 
they have only one society, which includes animals, spirits and plants; in 
their understanding, “all of nature’s beings have some features in com-
mon with mankind, and the laws they go by are more or less the same 
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as those governing civil society” (1994: 93). the achuar, Descola writes, 
“confer the attributes of social life upon plants and animals, regarding 
these as subjects rather than objects” (1996, 405-6).

When we as scholars of the human sciences seek to explain and under-
stand such phenomena, we usually engage in a form of conceptual 
translation. confronted by those who believe in gods, spirits and ghosts, 
we treat these as manifestations of some other, intelligible phenomena. 
We then explain such beliefs as self-estrangement, if we are Marxists, 
or as in some way necessary to the representation of social unity, if we 
are followers of Durkheim, or in terms of some functional requirement, 
if we are functionalists. We do this despite the fact that ghosts, spirits 
and dead ancestors are ontological phenomena for those whom we are 
seeking to understand, not allegorical or metaphorical ones; their exist-
ence does not depend upon whether or not they are ‘believed’ in. When 
we confront those who do not distinguish nature from society, we smile 
indulgently, for we know that we are in the presence of those for whom 
the world is still not disenchanted, for whom, mistakenly if charmingly, 
the world as a whole, including nature, is pregnant with meaning and 
purpose. and we usually try to find a social-cultural explanation for their 
confusions that would render these comprehensible; or, if we are socio-
biologists, we seek a natural explanation in the form of environmental 
or genetic constraints. In either case, the very mode of our explanation 
presupposes a distinction between nature and society –precisely the 
distinction which the subjects of our study cannot conceive of, or deny. 
In both the case of the achuar and the Vietnamese, the understand-
ings that the human sciences make available to us, varied as they may 
be, all rely upon translating the explanations and self-understandings of 
those whom we are seeking to understand into our own terms. not just 
translating, but also overriding– for we assume that our descriptions and 
explanations offer an understanding superior to their own. 

of course, it is often thought to be a mark of the rigour of social-scientif-
ic explanations that they get ‘behind’ or ‘under’ the self-understandings 
of agents to causes and conditions which are unavailable to social actors. 
but note that when we apply the social sciences to our own understand-
ings, when we invoke hidden or underlying causes to explain features 
of our own culture, they are ones that are part of our conceptual 
world. We may assent or deny if told that our erotic relations are con-
nected to the workings of our unconscious, but we recognise this sort 
of explanation, for by-and-large, the Unconscious is a part of our world. 
the sort of explanations we offer in the above cases, however, are not 
always and fully part of their world. It is as if the achuar of amazonia 
and the Vietnamese of cam re were to explain to us that our failure to 
attend to the needs of ghosts, and our worship of our malign god, the 
Unconscious, is bound to result in a tortuous erotic life. What is at issue, 
in other words, is not whether we have to take the self-understandings 
of our subjects at facevalue –we clearly do not have to do so, and the 
cosmologies of other peoples also regularly invoke hidden factors as 
explanations– but rather whether the categories invoked in social science 
explanations are superior to those they translate. 

Where do our categories come from? like all knowledges, they have an 
origin in a particular time, and place. the place is europe. the time is the 
early modern period. as modern knowledge emerged and came to be 
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defined through a critique of scholastic, other medieval and renaissance 
knowledges, all of these were condemned for confusing humans with 
their world –for attributing to the world a meaning and purpose which 
in fact belongs to us, and which we have projected onto it. one of the 
defining features of modern knowledge, then, was that it presumed a 
sharp distinction between subject and object, knower and known. It 
further assumed that the world was divided between a disenchanted 
nature, which was to be understood in terms of laws and regularities, 
and a newly-discovered object called society, which was a realm of 
meanings, purposes and ends. It also reversed the order between god(s) 
and men, presuming that gods were to be explained in terms of men, 
rather than men in terms of gods. 

 once novel and engaged in battle with other knowledges, this knowl-
edge today is triumphant. the natural and human sciences which began 
to be institutionalised in the 19th century are elaborations and institution-
alisations of its core presumptions. Moreover, this knowledge is global- it 
has not only superseded the pre-modern knowledges of europe, but also 
the autochthonous knowledges of the non-Western world. Max Weber 
once wrote that explanations in the social sciences aimed to be acknowl-
edged as correct ‘even by a chinese’ (1949: 58); today, they usually 
are, for the only knowledge which counts as ‘respectable’ knowledge, 
whether the site of its production is london or barcelona or hanoi or 
Delhi, is the knowledge produced within the modern human sciences. 
other knowledges have been devalued and survive, where they survive 
–as in the case of the examples with which I began– in the quotidian, 
where they are often subject to the finger-wagging strictures of the post-
colonial state which scolds its citizens for their ‘backward’ views. 

For a long time we have lived with a paradox. even as the world became 
more global, even as the recipients of europe’s civilizing mission insisted 
that their voice be heard and we had to learn to talk of ‘intercultural 
dynamics’, the knowledge through which we sought to understand a 
changing world and our present was a knowledge produced within the 
modern human sciences– sciences that were born in europe. that is, the 
knowledges through which we sought to apprehend changes charac-
terized by their global scope and reach were nonetheless knowledges 
that derived from, and were produced in a specifically european set-
ting. any embarrassment that may have been warranted by the paradox 
described above was deemed unnecessary. For despite their european 
‘provenance’, the human sciences were presumed to be ‘universal’. they 
replaced other ways of knowing the world and being in it because they 
were ‘superior’ to these other ways. all the more so since this was not 
always contested, even by the anti-colonial movements which sought 
to overthrow Western rule; for the most part, these movements sought 
the knowledge which they presumed to be the source of Western power 
and prosperity for their own nations and peoples, and they fought under 
the banners of liberty, equality, fraternity, the right to self-determination, 
democracy and socialism. What may once have been ‘european’ knowl-
edge came to be endorsed and used by the elites of all countries. the 
claims of the human sciences were seemingly vindicated by the fact they 
had been globalized.

but… just as the moment of the victory of the free market, democracy 
and the West turned out to be closely followed by economic crises with 
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unpredictable consequences, and by sustained challenges to free-market 
orthodoxies, similarly, at the very moment when the universality of the 
human sciences seemed almost self-evident, doubts and self-questioning 
have emerged. Dipesh chakrabarty, for instance, has suggested that the 
very concepts through which explanations in the human sciences are 
fashioned have genealogies “which go deep into the intellectual and 
even theological traditions of europe” (chakrabarty, 2000, 4), and that 
while this does not in and of itself mean that they are ‘merely’ european 
and provincial, it does mean that the analytical categories which the 
social sciences presume to be universal (including capital, state, individu-
al, civil society and so on) may not in fact transcend the european history 
from which they originate. others have argued that knowledge is con-
nected to power, and that the triumph (and global reach) of the modern 
social sciences is a consequence, not of their intellectual superiority, but 
of the force of arms; modern knowledge superseded the indigenous 
knowledges of the non-West not because it was superior, but because it 
was allied with colonialism. the current dominance of this knowledge, it 
has been observed, is also an exercise of power, one that maintains the 
power of the First world (or ‘core’ countries) over the third world (or the 
countries of the periphery), and of the elites in the latter over their own 
people (nandy 1983). others still, have suggested the need to experi-
ment with the ‘preservation’ and invigoration of indigenous knowledges 
that hitherto had usually been condemned as mythic, superstitious, and 
more generally, untrue. 

the contemporary intellectual scene, I suggest, is characterised by an 
acute consciousness of the historicity of our knowledge, but now unac-
companied by any compelling argument for its superiority to other 
knowledges. once we were confident, in David Kolb’s words, that 
modern knowledge was “not just another in a sequence of historic con-
structions”, but was rather “the unveiling of what has been at the root 
of these constructions” (1986: 9-10). today, I suggest, we are coming to 
belatedly realise that modernity and modern knowledge are, in fact, ‘just 
another in a sequence of historic constructions’. 

Society without gods and nature 

this brings me to the next part of my paper. once we acknowledge that 
the categories of modern knowledge are not the truth uncovered, but 
‘just another in a sequence of historic constructions’, we can begin to 
face up to the fact that they are often inadequate to their non-Western 
objects. 

I want to suggest that the concept of ‘society’ is a particularly important 
and revealing example. the discovery of the social is one of the hallmarks 
of modern thought and the modern social sciences; where others explain 
things with reference to gods and cosmic forces, we moderns not only 
override these explanations, we typically outflank them by diagnosing 
these as misperceptions arising out of social causes. For us, society is at 
once the cause and the locale of explanation, both first mover and sub-
stance. Following the lead of castoriadis and others (castoriadis 1987, 
baudrillard 1983, laclau and Mouffe 1985, Wagner 2000), I suggest that 
society is not something we discovered, but something we created. Keith 
Michael baker, historian of the French revolution, puts it most directly 
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and forcefully: “Society is an invention not a discovery. It is a represen-
tation of the world instituted in practice, not simply a brute objective 
fact” (1994, 114). ‘represented’ and ‘instituted’ do not, as I will shortly 
explain, mean imaginary or fictitious, but they do mean ‘not discovered’.

If for a moment we entertain the possibility that society is but a particu-
lar way of construing and constructing human interdependence, rather 
than an ontological given, then the question arises of how it came to be 
constructed. In contemporary jargon, what is the ‘constitutive outside’ of 
society- what has to be excluded in order to construct this concept-real-
ity? the answer is of course complex, but I suggest two elements stand 
out, elements that refer us back to the two examples I began with- the 
exclusion/expulsion of god(s), and of nature.

the expulsion of gods and spirits occurs by bringing them under the 
category of ‘religion’, a category that takes the form of a genus divided 
into different species (christianity, Islam, buddhism etc). but understand-
ing gods and spirits thus is itself a product of a history, and a specifically 
european and christian history, as some scholars of religion have come 
to recognise. this is one in which ‘religion’ and ‘belief’ emerged as 
mutually constitutive categories, making it possible to invent the cat-
egory ‘religion’, as the genus of which different religious beliefs are the 
species. thus the very notion of ‘religion’, as one scholar describes it, is 
“a christian theological category” (King 1999, 40), or as another puts 
it, is “a modern invention which the West, during the last two hun-
dred years or so, has exported to the rest of the world” (hick 1991: vii). 
like many Western exports, it is not always, however, a useful one - it 
produces misunderstandings and unfruitful comparisons when applied 
to ‘religions’ that have not undergone the same history that rendered 
them into systems of belief. (In parenthesis we may note that it was the 
19th century founder of comparative religious studies, Max Muller, who 
reported with some puzzlement that when he quizzed Indians who had 
arrived in oxford about their religion, they hardly understood what he 
meant by religion, and wondered why Muller took so deep an interest 
in mere dogma, or as they expressed it, made such a fuss about reli-
gion- Muller 1892: 155) For the use of this category already exorcises 
the world of gods and ghosts; they have been relocated from the world 
to our minds, from ontological realities to social products. to use it is 
already to dismiss the self-understandings of Vietnamese who share their 
world with ghosts, or of hindus who share their world with their numer-
ous gods. 

related, and equally important, society is constituted by distinguishing 
it from nature. We already know from the work of Descola and others 
that this distinction is not, however, made by all peoples. bruno latour 
claims –with some hyperbole– “non-Western cultures have never been 
interested in nature; they have never adopted it as a category; they 
have never found a use for it…Westerners were the ones who turned 
nature into a big deal…” (latour 2004: 43). Indeed, even Westerners did 
not always make such a big deal of it: the historian of science lorraine 
Daston reminds us that the medieval period operated not with two 
categories, the natural and the social, but a host of them, including the 
supernatural, preternatural, artificial and unnatural, and that the “cate-
gories of nature and culture, conceived in yin-yang complementarity, are 
of relatively recent provenance” (Daston 1998: 154). they are, I would 
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suggest, as recent as the early modern period, when hobbes, hume 
and others began to mock the idea that the invocation of ‘purpose’ and 
‘meaning’ could play any role in understanding a domain of reality now 
understood to be characterised by its impersonal and law-like regularities 
(Shapin 1996, Dear 2006). 

I am suggesting, then, that the invention of society involved a reshuffling 
of categories, such that gods and ghosts could no longer be treated as 
ontological beings, because they were relocated in the human mind and 
in this new object, society; and nature, conversely, was expelled from this 
new object. that is why when we encounter Vietnamese ghosts, and the 
animal and plant subjects of the achuar, we are forced to translate. We 
cannot take their explanations seriously because our categories are born 
out of a denial of theirs: some Vietnamese might treat ghosts as onto-
logical, empirical beings, but we treat them as signifying belief, a belief 
that is most likely socially rooted, and can be ‘read’ for evidence of their 
society’s concerns and anxieties. If the achuar invoke nature as filled with 
meaning and purpose, we treat these meanings and purposes as what 
achuar society has ‘projected’ onto nature. and, following the earlier 
part of my argument, I am also suggesting that we have no compelling 
reason to privilege our category of society; that this is not a ‘discovery’ 
of what has always been there, all along, but rather a fabrication largely 
peculiar to us moderns. and finally, because it is a fabrication, I am sug-
gesting that it often it does not serve well to understand worlds that 
have been fabricated differently.

Representing and constituting

In using verbs like ‘constitute’ and ‘fabricate’ to discuss knowledge, I 
aim to challenge what is perhaps the most fundamental presumption of 
modern Western knowledge and the human sciences, that knowledge is 
essentially passive, that knowledge is an act by a subject who mirrors or 
represents objects. I will use this concluding part of my essay to suggest 
that knowledge is not only a matter of ‘cognizing’ a world out there, 
but that it helps constitute whatever world we have; that modern knowl-
edge is not simply the self-apprehension of modernity, but has played 
a critical part in constituting it. of course, such a suggestion invites 
resistance. one is liable, for instance, to be charged with ‘idealism’. but 
that, it seems to me, is only because we have been caught too long in 
a metaphysics that divides the world into reality and representation, the 
real and the ideal, the material and the ideational. these binaries are not 
features of the world as such, but the consequences of certain practices 
and forms of organization. When I say that that our categories are con-
structed or fabricated, I am not thereby saying that they are fictional or 
illusory, that they are ‘mere’ invention and do not really exist, or that to 
think differently will make society, nature and religion disappear. let me 
explain what I do mean, through some examples.

timothy Mitchell argues that the distinction between real and represen-
tation, central to modern Western ways of apprehending and organising 
the world, did not make much sense to the people of egypt, who neither 
thought that way nor inhabited a world organised around this distinc-
tion. however, as the institutions and practices of colonial administration, 
of commodification, and of new forms of power and representation 
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acted upon egypt, modern knowledge and the social sciences became 
more adequate as tools for ‘representing’ that changed scene (Mitchell 
1988). In a similar vein, I have argued that many of the anxieties and 
complaints that came to centre around the introduction of Western 
knowledge in colonial India –that Indian students were absorbing the 
new knowledge in their old ways, by rote learning, or that educated 
Indians were in the throes of a moral crisis, ‘torn’ between their tradi-
tional beliefs and the new ideas they were exposed to at school and in 
university– should be read less as testifying to real problems, and more as 
indicating that certain foundational assumptions of modern knowledge 
could not, in fact, be assumed in India. I read these complaints and con-
troversies as indicating that the foundational assumptions  that underlie 
them, that knowledge is a relation between a meaning-endowing 
subject and a world of disenchanted objects (which is why knowledge 
has to be made one’s own, and rote learning is a failure of knowledge 
rather than a form of it), and that morality is a matter of ‘beliefs’ held in 
something called the ‘mind’ (hence why Western-educated Indians were 
assumed to be suffering moral crisis, even though most of them seemed 
blissfully unaware of this fact)  did not have purchase in India. however, 
as the subject/object relation came to undergird not only pedagogy but 
the spatial layout of the city and the practices of the law courts and 
the office, some Indians did become subjects who experienced moral-
ity and religion as beliefs, and were now capable of being rent by the 
conflict between different beliefs; and some Indians did become expres-
sive subjects confronting a world of objects, and thus became capable 
of regarding (and bemoaning) rote learning as a failure of knowledge, 
rather than a form of it (Seth 2007).

another example: ‘hinduism’, itself something of an invented term, 
was not a matter of beliefs, but as elite Indians sought to meet the 
civilisational challenge of the West, one of the ways they did so was 
by reinterpreting some of their practices as expressions of more-or-less 
coherent ‘beliefs’. In the reformulations of the brahmo Samaj and arya 
Samaj, the hinduism of some Indians became a ‘proper’ religion, one 
that now fitted the category that had once misdescribed it. and the 
census, as many, myself included, have argued, did not simply ‘count’ 
how many hindus and Muslim, low castes and high castes there were in 
India, but created new ways of thinking and experiencing religion and 
caste (Seth 2007). In other words, to the degree that central concepts of 
the social sciences such as nature, society, religion and the like came to 
inform institutions and practices, concepts which previously pertained to 
someone else’s history now were a good, if partial, guide to understand-
ing egypt and India. 

but if we think of ‘constitute’, ‘fabricate’ or ‘construct’ along these 
lines, it will also immediately become clear that such fabrications do not 
work on inert material, on a tabula rasa. they encounter other forms 
of constituting and comprehending the world, which they to varying 
degrees replace, displace, and reconfigure. certain things are effaced, 
they disappear. others are reorganised: religion, for instance, does not 
disappear, but is reconfigured as something that happens inside men’s 
hearts and minds (belief), and is reallocated to the private sphere. Maps 
and other technologies make it possible to ‘see’ things that could not be 
seen before, but do not necessary displace other relationships to land 
and landscape. In short, modernity and its knowledges do not com-
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pletely remake the world, and to the degree that they do not, modern 
knowledge remains inadequate to representing and understanding these 
worlds. that is, while modern knowledge has constituted our global 
modernity, it is never homologous with the entire world; or to put it 
another way, the world that modern knowledge creates continues to 
sit alongside other worlds. this, it seems to me, is glaringly apparent 
in many parts of the non-West, but it is also true in the heartlands of 
modernity. even here, where modernity and its knowledges are auto-
chthonous products, and have been doing their work of transformation 
over many centuries, they have to coexist with other ways of under-
standing and hence being in the world. In the Western world as in the 
non-Western world, there are realms of knowing and living that are 
part of the modern- they are not ‘survivals’ of pre-modernity destined to 
eventually be swept away- but which are neither lived through nor are 
wholly accessible to us through the categories of the social sciences (see 
chakrabarty 2000, 62-71). 

the conclusion to be drawn is not that modern knowledge and the social 
sciences are ‘wrong’ or are ‘merely’ european. the genealogy of modern 
knowledge, I have suggested, is undeniably Western; it arose as part 
of, and as an attempt to account for and make sense of, the recent his-
tory of europe. but that knowledge is now global, and, with differences 
of degree, is the heritage of most people. ‘global’, however, is not the 
same thing as ‘universal’. It is not that this knowledge has risen above 
the circumstances of its production and revealed that it is true for all– on 
the contrary, the failure of the attempts to ground modern reason are 
more apparent today than ever before. rather, this knowledge and the 
historical processes with which it is closely associated have, for good or 
ill, refashioned the world. While they have served to constitute a world 
in common –our global modernity– this world continues to sit alongside 
other ones, worlds to which the social sciences are only a limited guide. 
I conclude by submitting that modern knowledge, and the social sci-
ences that formalise it, have constituted our modernity, and are at once 
indispensable –but also inadequate– to making sense of it. they do not 
simply mirror or ‘represent’ the real, more accurately than other knowl-
edges, but rather translate, mediate and create. 
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