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T he dominant issue for our fourth panel was clearly anticipated by 
Walter benjamin, though in many senses it has grown to become 
one of the greatest paradoxes of our time. at the end of section 

Vii of Theses on the Philosophy of History, benjamin (1971: 81) warned 
that “without exception the cultural treasures [...] have an origin which 
he [the historian] cannot contemplate without horror. They owe their 
existence not only to the efforts of the great minds and talents who 
have created them, but also to the anonymous toil of their contemporar-
ies. There is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a 
document of barbarism”.

benjamin points radically to the surprisingly easy way in which knowl-
edge and culture are turned into agents of barbarism. he goes beyond 
the cruel subordination and tragic subjection of those who, through their 
anonymous sacrifice, made possible the great successes recorded in his-
tory. as bertolt brecht ironically notes (1976: 88s): “every page a victory. 
/ Who cooked the feast for the victors? / every 10 years a great man. / 
Who paid the bill?”

That terribly easy feedback between culture and ignorance, between 
knowledge and barbarism, has become strongly emphasised in today’s 
post-industrial knowledge society. While it is true that we have not often 
achieved the drama and cruelty of other ages, that does not make the 
need to reflect upon it any less dangerous or pressing. indeed, the banal 
way in which certain new forms of barbarism are presented overempha-
size its widespread, deep-seated and definitive effects. i will now proceed 
to analyse some of the mechanisms by which barbarism makes use of 
cognitive and cultural forms today, and i will note some of the challenges 
they present for humanity.  

A knowledge (and a power) that is not innocent 

more than any other society, the post-industrial version is based on the 
enormous potentiality of knowledge. as never before, it entrenches 
socially Francis bacon’s maxim “knowledge is power”. Knowledge (we 
assume) will build a fairer, more human society than the ones based on 
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The fact that 
knowledge has been 
turned into the most 
powerful, effective 
productive sector does 
not necessarily put an 
end to its nefarious 
effects and uses

1. gonçal mayos’ texts can be 
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military might and economic pillaging. however, unfortunately, we can 
see that the latter can still be implemented (through new means, as 
clausewitz said) in the “knowledge society”. 

in short, the fact that knowledge has been turned into the most pow-
erful, effective productive sector does not necessarily put an end to its 
nefarious effects and uses. There are even worrying signs that its role as 
an agent of ignorance and barbarism could increase. Though such an 
interpretation might outrageous, it should not surprise us if we consider 
benjamin and everything that has happened since his death.  

i will present a few arguments that stress the negative side of today’s 
knowledge society. later on, i will be analysing the cultural roots of 
genocide and the most violent conflicts, in addition to presenting a few 
ideas on how to re-channel them. Right now i will consider the growing 
difficulties experienced by cultures to survive and interact positively in 
the face of the dominance of the “pensée unique” (ignacio Ramonet, 
1995) that is being exuded by the post-industrial society. certainly, in 
continuity with all of modernity, this seems to bolster only the most 
instrumental and (at best) productivist version of the many possibilities 
and types of knowledge of which humanity is capable. in short, this type 
of knowledge or culture (which has become unique or, at least, domi-
nant) displaces, negates and tends to eliminate all the other types of 
knowledge and culture.  

many claim that it does so innocently through its own success and 
virtues, but many more highlight the powerful interests and political 
pressures that are behind it. i cannot go into depth here on the causes 
of the increasing predominance of the pensée unique, but it has a clear 
link with what is called the “Washington consensus” (John Williamson, 
1989; mayos, 2011b1). it also radicalises the colonial tendency to favour 
a few metropolitan cultures to the detriment of others that have been 
colonised, minoritised, or even exterminated.  

Paradoxically, this began in the 16th century, underpinned by viewpoints 
(such as messianism, ethnocentrism and racism) that were present 
in the complex european cultural tradition, from humanism to the 
enlightenment, and which, in turn, were opposed to their finest ideals. 
Today, though the worst imperial urges have apparently been overcome, 
the great reduction experienced in desirable knowledge (pensée unique) 
is endangering the promise of cultural emancipation, liberty and justice 
that has existed since humanism and the enlightenment. Thus we can 
easily lose our way towards dark paths of barbarism which, however, are 
concealed behind powerful knowledge, the growing information flows 
and a society that is increasingly interrelated and intercommunicated, 
but also increasingly less able to understand, and to understand itself. as 
i have already stated: culture as its own enemy and a source of barbarism 
and ignorance. 

Reduction of cultural wealth in globalisation 

The knowledge society is being imposed globally at a rapid rate in such a 
way that international competitiveness is being concentrated into whom 
and how the new post-industrial demands are embodied. certainly, this 
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The current crisis shows 
that the pressure of 
turbo-globalisation 
could break up (or at 
least, call into question) 
the old international 
hierarchies

brings great economic and technological profits to the victors, even with 
significant consequences regarding military dominance.  

clearly, this also entails very considerable inconveniences for those who 
are defeated by today’s post-industrial globalisation. not only because 
they are left lagging behind but also subjected to the rapid obsolescence 
and impossibility of maintaining their cultures and ways of life. That is, 
they not only lose the race (in which, of course, many had no wish to 
compete), they also lose the chance to maintain the way of life they have 
led until now.  

in this double defeat, the fate that is imposed upon them is very similar 
to the following: owing to their initial conditions, it would be hard for 
them to win the technology-knowledge race of post-industrial capital-
ism but, if by some chance they did win, they would also lose their own 
way of life. and if they refuse to participate in such an unfair race, the 
globalisation of the winners inevitably leads them to lose this way of life 
over the medium-term future (in addition to many other costs). They are 
involved, whether they like it or not, in a race that they will always lose; 
because even if they win it, they lose their own way of life, and then, 
they lose twice over. 

This terrible dialectic is happening because our age is increasingly being 
constructed by globalisation (led by post-industrial societies) which inevi-
tably imposes itself on all the other countries, including those that are (to 
simplify) preindustrial. it’s a kind of turbo-globalisation (mayos, 2011b) 
that is being imposed everywhere, reducing the earth to a kind of monad 
without any gaps (mayos, 2011b) and interconnected at an increasing 
pace by information and communication technologies (icTs). 

as many european countries are experiencing with the post-2008 
financial-economic crisis, it is by no means sure that today’s post-in-
dustrial societies are going to win this globalising race. but it is almost 
definite that –if there are no other corrective mechanisms to mediate the 
situation– non-industrialised societies, with their already highly relative 
independence, are going to lose it. 

The current crisis shows that the pressure of turbo-globalisation could 
break up (or at least, call into question) the old international hierarchies. 
even the united states does not seem to have its world dominance 
assured over the medium to long term. however, behind this changing 
international scenario that is threatening the imperial dreams of the old 
metropolises, most countries seem to be doomed to the aforementioned 
double defeat, an event that will accentuate still further their subordina-
tion, dependence and plundering. Theoretically speaking, they would 
not be colonies, but they would continue in a state of subordination, and 
sacrifice the last bastions of their cultures and ways of life.  

indeed, and at the dawn of the second decade of the 21st century, the 
dominant turbo-globalisation cannot yet be called complete, unique or 
total. it is still multiple (berger et al., 2002) geopolitically and culturally 
speaking. as huntington (1995) suggests, in the great regions or world 
civilisations, various alternative modernisation projects continue to exist 
which show certain internal levels of globalisation that are much higher 
to those achieved by other civilisations. 



KnoWledge and culTuRe, agenTs oF baRbaRism?

144	

it is also a partial globalisation (and it will not always be for its own good) 
because some areas are not yet globalised. Putting it simply, the current 
model of globalisation is more accentuated (i prefer not to use the term 
“advanced”) in the fields of finance, technology, economy, military and 
in their respective para-global risks (i.e. epidemics, environmental, crisis 
contagion). We could say that in these fields, monadic turbo-globalisation 
is almost total, and is provoking huge new risks. To the extent that ulrich 
beck (2007: 16) claimed: “The key institutions of modernity such as sci-
ence, business and politics, which are, supposedly, the guarantors of 
rationality and security, are being confronted with situations in which their 
apparatus have no value [...] These institutions are no longer viewed solely 
as instruments of risk management, but also as sources of risk”.

in contrast, globalisation is still anaemic and very incipient (though not 
absent) in the social and political aspects of world governance or, at 
least, of minimally effective international organisation. also in relation to 
the very necessary convergence with respect to the possibilities of educa-
tion, health, quality of life and civil rights, etc. (mayos, 2011b). Finally, 
in aspects such as the population circulation, migrations, etc., today’s 
globalisation creates a particularly negative scenario, where obvious 
improvements in transport only seem to entail more conflict, a renewed 
inconvenience and an increase in exclusions.

Imposing a “pensée unique”

as we can see, the current turbo-globalisation –increasingly monadic 
though still multiple– breaks down the natural distances, hierarchies 
and borders of yesteryear and, furthermore, creates a very deep imbal-
ance in the effective development achieved in the different fields. as a 
result, it causes major dysfunctions, crashes, splits, clashes and conflicts. 
one would expect that the pensée unique might conflict with them 
(Ramonet, 1995; mayos, 2000), culminating in today’s postindustrial 
knowledge society since its modern genesis. however, as beck (2007: 16) 
had already foreseen before the 2008 crisis, this crisis has painfully high-
lighted the ultimate inefficiency of the traditional political mechanisms 
to control –or at least, effectively determine– the financial and economic 
markets.

however, the pensée unique is more powerful today than it was pre-
2008. The Washington consensus is no longer just the dominant 
conception (to the extent of showing few signs of self-criticism) among 
the governments of the West, the big international institutions (un, imF, 
Wb, WTo, etc.), the loyal business schools and, in short, the circles clos-
est to the Davos culture. it also includes international ngos, much of the 
international intelligentsia and a great many members of the Academy 
clubs (berger et al., 2002). 

significantly, following the outrage and surprise at the bursting of 
the sub-prime mortgages bubble and the financial speculation gener-
ated around it, even leaders such as sarkozy (who cannot in any way 
be described as a revolutionary) solemnly proclaimed the need to 
reform capitalism if it could generate such crises. nevertheless, we are 
now in 2012, and despite the massive bank collapses such as lehman 
brothers and the astronomical sums spent to save the western banking 
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even in the worst 
economic crisis 
experienced by the 
western powers, 
they are subjected 
to the accelerated, 
deregulated and 
independentised 
markets, without 
even really aspiring to 
amend or direct them

2. mike davis (2006) includes, within 
the great "holocausts of the late 
Victorian era", the hand weavers 
of india, when they entered the 
market en masse but the fabric pro-
duced industrially in england was 
much cheaper. on another level, i 
have personally seen many people 
lose great opportunities through 
having opted for jobs that quickly 
became obsolete. Who still remem-
bers today the millions of jobs that 
were predicted, for example, for 
card punchers or for operators of 
the first generations of computers?

system, this kind of reformist self-criticism has disappeared completely. 
movements such as 15m and occupy Wall street are the tip of the 
iceberg of the indignation of citizens who are much more outraged, 
impoverished and scared than ever.  

but this does not prevent the situation, on the contrary, it shows the 
strength of the imposition of the pensée unique, from which most of 
the institutions, media and experts are unable to disassociate themselves 
(though neither can they conceal their puzzlement and dissatisfaction). 
naturally, while it is not possible to disassociate themselves from it, they 
will find it hard to agree to really important reforms and, furthermore, to 
generate alternative channels that might prevent the barbarism of saving 
the rich who caused the crisis by means of painful sacrifices made by the 
completely innocent broad majority.  

as if confirming the remythifying dialectic uncovered by horkheimer and 
adorno in their human emancipatory dreams, the existing acritical consen-
sus situates the “markets” as the ultimate oracle for understanding reality. 
even in the worst economic crisis experienced by the western powers, they 
are subjected to the accelerated, deregulated and independentised mar-
kets, without even really aspiring to amend or direct them. 

indeed, the idea of empowering the population and democratic political 
institutions with respect to the economy and the markets is simply relin-
quished. To the contrary, there is a tendency to increase the backward 
movement of the political (and intentionally, in many elites and govern-
ments). The areas that are democratically controlled by the population 
and parliaments are increasingly giving ground to economics, which has 
been given up to pure dialectics. The deregulation processes for labour 
relations and financial flows, that were commenced by Thatcher and 
Reagan in the 1980s, seem almost timorous nowadays, as they have 
now been pushed forward to the point of making the welfare state 
impossible. 

The saddest part is that this entire process is being executed on the basis 
of a few principles that are not only frequently unjustified, they have 
even shown how dangerous they can be in previous economic and social 
crashes. We are talking, in fact, about a minimal ideological framework 
which shapes the nucleus of this consensus or pensée unique that is pre-
dominant today, and to which governments surrender their populations 
without any “plan b” or much reflection or (it goes without saying) self-
criticism. 

Thus an infallible dogma has been created that – indeed – could repre-
sent good advice in post-industrial societies. it is the unanimous message 
that says that the only way to evade unemployment or minimise job inse-
curity is to concentrate all our personal efforts on the new pagan idol of 
the techno-scientific speciality and the icTs. Without doubt, the dimin-
ishing of traditional industry’s added value and profitability has forced 
societies and populations to promote everything to do with the knowl-
edge, information and communication society. indeed, today it is here 
that we find the greatest profits and productivities, but we forget that it 
is hard to predict the future, and that technological development is char-
acterised by rapidly making obsolete products that shortly before had 
been the ones in the highest demand and had even been profitable2. 
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Some human costs

as we have seen, international economic competitiveness (and a 
certain apathy) has led governments to direct professional and even 
general education in this direction. in a parallel way, students and 
workers are also pushed toward these sectors in a massive proc-
ess that is not in itself criticisable, but which is highly dangerous if 
accompanied by improvisation and forgetting. Firstly, because of the 
idea of foregoing any “plan b”, since in the unsure, shifting terrain 
of historic forecasts, one cannot predict with absolute certainty what 
tomorrow’s most productive sectors will be, nor the needs that will 
arise.  

secondly, interpreting in an over-reductive way the model of techno-
scientific knowledge (which is, in fact, increasingly merely technical 
and limited to industrially-applied development), and the new infor-
mation and communication technologies. moreover, this model is 
fragmented and specialised to such an extent that the global perspec-
tive of what it really does is beginning to disappear again, as occurred 
previously, and paradigmatically, with the workers on the Fordist and 
Taylorist production lines

Thirdly, forgetting that, when societies lean too much toward one sin-
gle solution (called “monoculture”), they lose their adaptive flexibility, 
with catastrophic consequences over the medium and long-term. in 
such cases, it is highly likely that in many sectors excessive concen-
trations take place that the markets cannot absorb, together with 
parallel gaps that are hard to fill because, among other reasons, of 
the lack of flexibility resulting from constricting the population, with-
out any alternatives, in one single direction. 

among the absolutely acritical principles that define the anthropo-
logical side of the current consensus or pensée unique, there is one 
that stands out for the naive unanimity it arouses, and which lead to 
a marked anthropocentrism (davidson et al., in berger et al., 2002: 
399 and s). it is even more notable for its intrinsic dangerousness 
and its incompatibility with virtually all traditional cultures (which 
it throws off balance very easily). it concerns presupposing egois-
tic individualism as being the great life force which, presumably, is 
structured in accordance with a rational calculation reduced to two 
totally opposing elements: future production (as the great cost and 
sole option) and consumption as the sole desire. in a forceful piece, 
edward luttwak (2000) dedicates separate chapters to the key points 
of modern-day turbo-capitalism: free trade as a form of ideology; 
protectionism as a form of sin; money as a form of religion and shop-
ping as a form of therapy. 

a division reduced to production as the sentence, and consump-
tion as the only compensation. in this way, life itself is radically and 
inalienably divided up, as employment insecurity and the accelerated 
obsolescence of contracts prevents compensatory human and collec-
tive links from being formed. and so, class consciousness disappears, 
but also professional connections, and even the camaraderie of work. 
The citizen becomes completely isolated, without any kind of group 
feeling or community background.
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it should come as no 
surprise that a radical 
reduction to the simple 
duality of production/
consumption, and 
totally immersed in 
hyperindividualisation, 
should result in 
the failure of all 
community or collective 
commitment

it should come as no surprise that a radical reduction to the simple 
duality of production/consumption, and totally immersed in hyper-
individualisation, should result in the failure of all community or 
collective commitment, as well as creating an imbalance in people 
that is almost impossible to heal, and which fuels a desperate search 
for help in self-help books or new age teaching, coaching or different 
therapies or, as a last resort, what are known as “Psi disciplines”. 

in this regard, it is important to understand the following paradox: 
even those sectors of advanced societies that are swimming in con-
sumer abundance experience deep frustration and chronic anguish 
that can undermine their critical equilibrium. Tibor scitovsky (1986) 
brilliantly predicted some of the mechanisms that explain such conse-
quences, and more recently, gilles lipovetsky (2007) constructed his 
vision of hyper-individualistic advanced societies on this dialectic. 

Culture, besides that knowledge?

We avoid the unjustified and gratuitous apocalypse which is a 
mistake, but we cannot negate the productive, economic and techno-
logical effects of the knowledge society. nor (though they might be 
less obvious) its various social, political and cultural effects, because 
the post-industrial knowledge society decisively determines both 
individuals’ life expectations and the vicissitudes of nations’ political, 
economic and cultural hegemonies. 

all this is undeniable, and has become particularly visible from the 
end of the cold War up until the current economic-financial crisis. 
beyond the cost of labour or of the need (or not) to cut back on the 
welfare state, knowledge is the path of culture and, for now, it is the 
principal key to hierarchisation in individuals and in states. in today’s 
post-industrial knowledge societies, it is vitally important to succeed 
in the productivist, pragmaticist, techno-scientific model, as well as in 
that of the international financial game and the icTs. as i have noted, 
it is here –for the present– that the big profits and added values are 
being produced. 

Right now, it is pointless to deny such obvious facts, but this cognitive 
model does not incorporate nor do justice to all the complex human 
capacity to produce knowledge, nor does it satisfy all its cultural 
needs. We must ask, therefore, whether in the post-industrial knowl-
edge society, does culture (in its broadest sense, as the sum of all 
human cognitive capacities) possess –and will it maintain– the same 
importance as it has done until the present?  

We are plagued by many doubts in this respect, and the threat exists 
that, over the medium and long-term, the only cultures that will 
survive are the ones that can adapt themselves totally and in a dis-
ciplined manner to the strict productive, technological, financial and 
even communicative conditions that characterise the current knowl-
edge society. Therefore, that restrictive version of knowledge that is 
today hegemonic is one of the most powerful dangers to cultures, 
and to the part of knowledge that is not limited to this hegemonic 
model, nor bend before it. 
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Right now, the cultural 
tends to be considered 
a mere product in 
the hands of the 
market, and is only 
valued according to its 
productive effect

a new source of barbarism and ignorance is concealed within the pensée 
unique, as everything that does not fit in, or goes beyond its strict instru-
mental and productivist version of knowledge will find it hard to survive 
over the medium and long-term. it is a barbarism born (basically) from a 
cognitive victory, but which generates a kind of culture that, apart from 
being very simplistic and unilateral (marcuse, 1991), crowds out and 
negates all the others.  

This is the ignorance that the pensée unique threatened us with in 
today’s turbo-globalisation, spurred on by the so-called Washington 
consensus and the general panic over the crisis. Therefore, in spite of 
the highly unfair refinancing of the mortgage-finance bubble and the 
very painful cutbacks in the welfare state, it continues to block any 
critical reformulation of the existing economic model. 

as a result of all this, the cognitive model that is imposed on post-
industrial societies will be, over the medium-term, the most decisive 
factor not only for people and nations, classes and social groups, etc., 
but also for cultures and languages, the global environment and spe-
cific ecosystems. in short, and over the medium term, the knowledge 
society will be of key importance for all of humanity, for everything 
human. The planet and life as a whole depend today, to a great 
extent, on the decisions that humanity takes with respect to the full 
imposition of the pensée unique. 

Thus we should ask ourselves: what will the cost be to the idea of 
culture? To what extent can it make it humanly unrecognisable? What 
risks does this radical reduction represent for humanity? What cultural 
paths will no longer be passable, and which paths will replace them? 
Will they be paths of culture or of ignorance? how can we guarantee 
that the future path of humanity will be a path of culture and not one 
of barbarism and ignorance?

Cultural empowerment: the medium

The only way to create a positive alternative regarding the previous 
issues is if humanity can effectively empower the key cultural points 
of today’s society. because only this effective and democratic empow-
erment can legitimise and give a certain rationality to the profound 
transformations which –on the basis of the above– appear to be 
looming over the existing cultures, and even over culture in general 
as we understand it today.  

Right now, the cultural tends to be considered a mere product in the 
hands of the market, and is only valued according to its productive 
effect. it seems that no other perspective is being imposed, given the 
current state of the people’s empowerment over their cultural bases. 
at present we are contemplating the minimisation of the political 
against the economic to the point that the democratic will of the 
people has much less effective power than the markets.  

some might think that with the aforementioned fears, we are limiting 
ourselves to the old educational ideal that goes from the greek paid-
eia to the german Bildung. but we are not in any way forgetting the 
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great contributions made by the society of the masses and its media, 
by the internet society and its new technologies. To take a case in 
point, the arab spring and the 15m movement and the indignados 
have all shown that icTs can also be technologies for liberation. They 
enable new forms of mobilisation and social empowerment, and 
facilitate the move towards fairer, more democratic, horizontal, online 
(etc.) political and cultural institutionalisations. such possibilities 
should not be scorned in the least. 

meanwhile, we also have to get over paralysing dichotomies such as 
opposing a Kultur that is interiorised and only lives in people’s ideas, 
behaviours and minds, with an objectified Zivilisation, made out of 
technology and material infrastructures. We are becoming increas-
ingly aware of the deficiencies of such dualisms and, in the debate 
between Panel iV, some interesting arguments were given for this.  

For instance, david Tshimba shows us that ancient myths and ancient 
practices, under the colonial logic of divide et impera, can be kept 
alive in people’s minds and social practices for decades, and that 
they can finally emerge with infinite violence and cruelty. on another 
level, yanko moyano –in line with lakoff and Johnson (1999)– shows 
us how deeply frames (or mind-body frameworks) underlie political 
discourses and determine them decisively, both in the way they are 
produced and how they are received. both analyses should be praised 
for their interdisciplinary focus and transversality, for their “macro” 
approach and because they tend to go beyond the dichotomies that 
oppose mind and body, culture and society, Kultur und Zivilisation, 
suprastructure and infrastructure, etc. 

To achieve effective citizen empowerment today requires that we 
should overcome these dichotomies. For example, we must avoid the 
tendency (which is, to a certain extent reasonable) to favour what has 
been effectively interiorised by people, while ignoring the institutional 
and infrastructural conditions that make it possible and promote it. 
and even though it might cause some concern to humanism, the fact 
is that the knowledge available on the internet and in libraries is not 
effective if nobody interprets it or absorbs it, since knowledge today 
is constructed and maintained collectively and that, therefore, there 
is what is known as an “intelligence of institutions” that effectively 
mediates between its human members. no-one today can ignore 
the fact that a suitable “intelligent institution” can collectively reach 
places that cannot be reached individually by any of its members (the 
cognitive capacities of whom it potentiates enormously) (innerarity in 
mayos et al., 2011a), though it always requires the personal intelligence 
of its members.  

Empowerment: capability rather than not-being-pre-
vented

beyond these dichotomies, the philosophical theories of alienation, inter-
pretation and reception show how social empowerment can be strongly 
blocked, by cultural or mental prejudice, and by material and infrastruc-
tural conditioning factors. none of these aspects can be ignored, as deep 
down virtually none of them are entirely separate.  
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it will be difficult for an 
autistic multiculturalism 
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domesticating and 
mobilising its passions 
“with a democratic 
intention, and to create 
collective forms of 
identification around 
democratic objectives”

emancipation has determining factors that are inseparably mental and 
material, supraestructural and infraestructural, cultural and social, linked 
with narrativities and linked with social practices. it is also necessary to 
overcome the duality between: the power to do or the power not to be 
forced to do (what isaiah berlin called “negative liberty”) and, on the 
other hand, the freedom to want or the power to make one’s wanting 
effective. That is, the so-called “positive liberty” of being able to want, 
of possessing the ability to conceive and generate a project for action 
that unites the mental with objective ability. For some years, amartya 
sen (1999) has been decisively highlighting the importance (for effective 
justice and empowerment) of capabilities (specific abilities) above the 
formal and merely abstract rights.  

Without question, negative liberty is a condition of all true empower-
ment, but this is only fully achieved and realised when it is expressed as 
positive liberty, when it possesses the indispensable capabilities. hegel 
(who, let us not forget, was marx’s teacher) had already noted and high-
lighted the importance of alienation mechanisms.

Old and new forms of alienation 

meanwhile, we have painfully learned that in spite of their intuition and 
unerring analyses, hegel, marx and their contemporaries were not able 
to conceive of all the terrible forms of alienation, barbarism and igno-
rance. Today i feel that, unfortunately, they were guilty of a seriously 
underestimation in their assessment of the ability to obstruct human 
empowerment. The most brutal aspects of colonialism and imperial-
ism were beyond their imaginations, as was the total violence of the 
world wars, fascist holocausts and genocides, the stalinist gulags and 
the Khmer genocide, and the increasingly sophisticated mechanisms 
that made them possible. They also surprised horkheimer and adorno, 
hannah arendt, Karl Jaspers, etc. in the second decade of the 21st cen-
tury these mechanisms have become so dangerous and generalised that 
–more urgently than ever– we need to understand and empower our-
selves as to the conditions by which they can become possibilities. 

even when we uphold valuable ideals of tolerance and respect, threaten-
ing mechanisms may underlie a certain “autistic multiculturalism”. in this 
case, communities and cultures are separated, their most violent clashes 
are carefully avoided, the aggressions to their survival are minimised, 
and certain particular folkloric touches are even visualised. it represents 
an attempt to pacify society but (as Kant put it) it is confusing desirable, 
lasting peace with the “peace of the graveyard”. in this respect, autistic 
multiculturalism also sacrifices many interesting human potentials, con-
cerns and passions. 

Thus, the following proposal by chantal mouffe (2010: 9 and s; 2007) 
seems much more real and, at the same time richer and with more 
potential; she proposes transforming antagonism into an agonism, in 
which the agonistic struggle “is the very condition of a strong democ-
racy”. it will be difficult for an autistic multiculturalism to succeed in 
domesticating and mobilising its passions (linked with cultural narrations 
and frames) “with a democratic intention, and to create collective forms 
of identification around democratic objectives”. 
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Where interculturality 
has become impossible, 
there cannot be any 
paths of culture, but 
instead, only paths of 
barbarism

as i will explain further on, i believe that it is of vital importance to go 
beyond autistic multiculturalism and the temptation to forget differences 
(even though at some point they might have produced paths of barba-
rism), to build a true democratic pluralism. Therefore, an interculturalism 
that is impassioned (though obviously peaceful and dialogue-based) 
proves to be a proposal that is at the same time more demanding, more 
real and more effective than a mere multicultural juxtaposition.

autistic multiculturalism does not prevent the practice of ghettoisation, 
it does not foster true interculturality, it does not recognise the nature of 
full citizenship, nor does it promote the relevance of these communities 
and cultures for the present and future. deep down, its dynamic consists 
of keeping the multiple cultures and communities that share a society 
artificially separated. Very often, it is hoped that they just spontaneously 
disperse, or this idea is promoted (implicitly but systematically) through 
shameful policies. and after the apparent multicultural tolerance, almost 
always even the tiniest dynamics of mixture and interculturality end up 
being blocked, in a thousand different ways, by all the mechanisms 
offered by today’s society. 

in cases of “social and cultural autism”, even after many years of appar-
ent coexistence, very serious conflicts may unexpectedly break out again 
(to the hypocritical outrage of the authorities). We have seen similar 
dynamics in afro-american neighbourhoods in the usa, and also in 
the indigenous areas of south america and africa. behind the differ-
ences, there were very similar mechanisms behind the conflicts in the 
French banlieues in 2005 and in the english suburbs in 2011. in the most 
extreme cases, mechanisms linked with that dangerous social and cul-
tural autism exploded into the cruel wars of the old yugoslavia between 
1991 and 2001, and in the african great lakes region.  

undoubtedly, in the latter case, peace, coexistence and tolerance were 
always minimal and very unstable. but genocide and war also sprouted 
(Tshimba, 2012) from the perpetuation of ghettoisation, denying the 
other’s full citizenship, blocking all interculturalism and understanding of 
the other. in this way, even the smallest common project cannot come 
into being, let alone forgiveness or reconciliation. everything is blocked 
by social practices of colonial origin applied onto mythical narrations 
that hierarchised the different waves of settlers. That is precisely what 
explodes into genocide and war, which in turn increase social blocking in 
the future. as we can see, bad, autistic management of multiculturality 
(which prevents all interculturality between the affected parties) makes a 
society unviable – if not explosive.  

indeed, in the case of the great lakes, there was an unacceptable ethni-
cally-based social hierarchisation, though this also existed in other places 
(for example, apartheid in south africa). This critiqued autistic multicul-
turalism simply delays the problems and hampers any part of culture that 
might be acceptable to the groups involved; it also allows mutual distrust 
and suspicion to grow like a cancer, along with an interwoven victimisa-
tion and proof of superiority, the irreconcilable narrativities that each 
community hurls at the other. 

Where interculturality has become impossible, there cannot be any 
paths of culture, but instead, only paths of barbarism; this means that 



KnoWledge and culTuRe, agenTs oF baRbaRism?

152	

accepting some of the conflicting perspectives inevitably entails the 
incomprehension of the others, and even condemning them to an 
intolerable cultural inferiority. Furthermore, in such cases of entrenched 
confrontation, the old mythical narrativities become “hypercodified” 
(umberto eco) by others, as according to new circumstances, other 
frames are added onto them which increase the path of ignorance. as 
Tshimba (2012) shows, the old narrativities are hypercodified by other, 
new ones: the Tutsi who is exiled, an immigrant, dangerous to the state 
and Rwanda, etc., or the hutu who is inferior, violent and criminal, and 
who has victimised the Tutsi, etc. 

Thus an apparently endless vicious circle is created, where new events, 
circumstances and hypercodifications are integrated into the old nar-
rative frames. in the extreme case, the result can only be to maintain a 
duality that is centralised, naturalised, linked to race and to “rigid ethnic 
distinctions”, and which prevents any detailed critical, ethical analysis 
and which addresses specific individualised actions that concern specific 
individualised actions. 

given such paths of ignorance and inhumanity, we should ask ourselves: 
what must we do? 

Forget? Hide narrativities? Hide diversity?

as i have mentioned previously, very often (and continuing with the idea 
of autistic multiculturalism) there has been a naive tendency to choose 
an apparently obvious, effective solution: to try and forget the narrations 
that have turned into paths of barbarism and ignorance. Presupposing 
many of the dualities that i have decried, we erroneously believe that we 
can eliminate the mental, supraestructural, cultural and everything linked 
with narrativities, despite the fact that that the material, infraestructural 
and everything linked with social practices are allowed to persist. but 
that is not the case, and instead it makes invisible part of the virulence 
that the phenomenon preserves. 

moreover, it bears a cost that history often reminds us of: simply draw-
ing a heavy veil across yesterday’s mistakes usually involves repeating 
them again with astounding ease. attempting to forget the paths of 
ignorance, no matter how desirable it might be, usually entails a major 
decrease in the social antibodies that are vitally important to prevent 
their repetition, particularly when this forgetting is more fictitious than 
real, and much of the society still lives under practices linked with that 
supposedly forgotten narrativity. 

We have also learned that actions simply carried out on material and 
infrastructural causes, though it is an indispensable condition, is not suf-
ficient in itself. because the interpretive narrativities or frames manifest 
a surprising prevalence and capacity to connect themselves through 
hipercodification to new events, circumstances and practice. and thus, 
they promote (almost by themselves) paths of ignorance that are tremen-
dously dangerous. 

as a consequence, citizen empowerment, overcoming entrenchment 
and creating possibilities for interculturality can only take place on a last-
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only by starting from 
the conflict that 
became the path of 
ignorance can one 
construct a better, 
fairer path of culture

3. in his poem «Patmos», vv. 3-4.

ing basis if one acts jointly on the narrativities and the social practices, 
on the supra and the infrastructural, on the cultural and the social, on 
the mental and material. but even so, forgetting (despite being gratifying 
and desirable) continues to be dangerous if it is not accompanied by the 
production and majority acceptance of a meta-narration of reconciliation 
and mutual forgiveness (as hegel had already intuited), as well as of the 
social practices and infrastructures that strengthen it. 

Constructing meta-narrations of reconciliation

The aforementioned vicious circles that become paths of ignorance are not 
simply broken by a false forgetting. in addition, they must be re-channelled 
into a new, true and potent path of culture: a new, common path, one 
that includes reconciliation, pacification and forgiveness. a path which, 
furthermore, facilitates the creation of a positive interaction, an honest 
interculturality and, even, a democratic agonism (mouffe, 2010). 

For that purpose it is essential (onghena, 2011: 18-22) to champion 
“interaction through ‘complexity’ and ‘transculturality’” that enables 
important contributions to be made: to avoid essentialist binary oppo-
sitions; to de-ethnisize difference and see difference not solely as a 
problematic phenomenon, but as a positive resource; to accept dis-
sension, crisis and difference as part of the process of dialogue and 
participation, and to honestly take on board the plurality of participants 
and the multiplicity of different ways of life.  

nevertheless, all the above presupposes –precisely– avoiding forgetting, 
avoiding acting as if nothing had happened, both avoiding the “peace 
of the graveyard” and imagining an impossible immaculate beginning 
–unblemished, totally innocent, totally apart from evil and ignorance. a 
brave new beginning cannot be based on a supposed forgetting, instead 
it has to face up to its own spectres, the real conflicts and, on that basis 
(but without lingering on them) to construct a meta-narration and a 
new path of culture that effectively recognises them, forgives them and 
redresses them. 

it is only then that the societies involved will give up walking along that 
entrenched path of ignorance (albeit culturally induced), to set off along 
a new path of culture. or rather, a continuation that bears in mind the 
conflict and part of it (but without remaining trapped in it) to offer new 
possibilities to a society that otherwise would be condemned to an infi-
nite vicious circle. 

as hölderlin wrote, “where there is danger, a rescuing element grows as 
well3”. What is more, if the salvation does not begin with acknowledgement 
of and redress for the dangerous conflict, then it will be born in a falsified 
state and will not succeed in minimising the evil suffered, or in deflecting 
the hatred produced. only by starting from the conflict that became the 
path of ignorance can one construct a better, fairer path of culture. 

To achieve such emancipating empowerment, we need to criticise and 
comprehend nature, the forms of hypercodification and the possibilities 
of dismantling and deconstructing the narrativities and social practices 
in which the hatred is rooted. To that end we will need, for example, to 
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show the historic and social meaning (that is, neither divine nor natural), 
constructed between everyone under the influence of a “fatal strategy” 
(baudrillard) that ends up enslaving the entire world, even those who 
drove it forward most energetically.  

We have learned painfully that cultures, ideas and words have a signifi-
cant performative effect (austin, 1982) which tends to bring into being 
what they formulate symbolically. but we need to understand the mech-
anisms that turn paths of culture into paths of barbarism, and which 
mean that (as Walter benjamin denounced) all monuments to culture are 
also monuments to barbarism and ignorance. We need to find the path 
back to culture, to paths where it is possible to have an intercultural and 
political dialogue (in the sense of hannah arendt) that is at the same 
time democratic and agonistic, fair and frank, constructive and coura-
geous, forgiving and sincere, with re-conciliation and walking together 
once again. only in this way will the empowerment be able to move 
beyond the permanent influx, the entrenched seduction and the vicious 
circle impulse toward violence and exclusion.

a reconciling narration (and narrativity) must not hide the conflict and, 
therefore, it must start from it. The narration must continue, but it must 
continue… properly! it has already been said many times: ignorance and 
barbarism can only be effectively combated over the long term through 
culture and humanity. Though sometimes, culture and the human can be 
the source and path of barbarism.
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