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Translators’ Introduction

Latin American philosophy, and decolonial thought in particular, have increasingly found a place in the English-speaking academic and intellectual mainstream, but the books of Colombian philosopher Santiago Castro-Gómez have remained stubbornly untranslated. This is not for lack of demand, however. A quick glimpse at his Google Scholar entry shows, at the time of writing this introduction, nearly ten thousand citations, mostly English works citing his still-untranslated Spanish texts. With the translation of both this text and his Critique of Latin American Reason,1 this situation will have changed radically. The force of Castro-Gómez’s thought will continue to transform the landscape of contemporary decolonial studies, Latin American philosophy, political philosophy, and critical theory more generally. These are ideas whose time has come.

In what follows, we offer a brief introduction for the uninitiated.


***

While Latin American philosophy in the twentieth century spent much time trying to grapple with its European influences and the identity of an authentically Latin American philosophy versus a derivative copy, the originality of Castro-Gómez’s thought lies in freeing itself from this antinomy and carving out new space. In fact, the terrain has shifted both with respect to the traditional problematic of center and periphery and the global stakes of carrying out work in critical theory in the broad sense. Proof of this shift can be seen, for example, in the fact that Madrid’s Complutense University, which once sent some of Spain’s greatest philosophers, such as José Gaos and José Ortega y Gasset, to Latin America during the Spanish civil war, recently published a critical volume dedicated to Castro-Gómez’s thought.2 The colonial framework of theoretical production, in this case, is reversed. With the linguistic barrier removed, we are sure to see similar works forthcoming in the English-speaking world, as the colonial geography of thought continues to be upended.

Castro-Gómez’s work is pathbreaking in a number of registers and intersects with many fields of thought from Latin American philosophy, decolonial theory, political philosophy, to genealogy, philosophy of race, and critical theory. His work is what he calls transdisciplinary, employing a variety of sources and influences to navigate beyond traditional philosophical terrain. He is a key figure in contemporary decolonial philosophy, offering an original approach to some of the key questions related to Modernity-Coloniality-Decoloniality. His distinctive approach to thinking the coloniality of power supplements the global macro-perspective with the microphysical detail of local genealogies. Developing genealogies of coloniality, he focuses on the intersection of global structures of power with local transformations of subjectivity, common sense, and modes of racialization.

The trajectory of Castro-Gómez’s work can be roughly divided between his first three books, which focus on the genealogical and archeological approach to practices of coloniality and the discursive formation of Latin American thought, and his last four, which make a more explicit turn to political philosophy, and eventually toward a positive project that he calls transmodern republicanism.3

In his first book, Critique of Latin American Reason (1996), Castro-Gómez offers an incisive critique of the key themes of “philosophical Latin Americanism” in the twentieth century, reading these works through the lens of postcolonial theorists such as Edward Said and the genealogical-archeological lens of Michel Foucault. His aim is to overcome the stalemate of identity and alterity in twentieth-century Latin American thought. This question of the unique identity (or alterity) of Latin America plays a key role in the attempt to situate the philosophical and geocultural specificity of the region in the twentieth century. Both the philosophical historicism that we find in Leopoldo Zea and the philosophy of liberation that we find in thinkers like Enrique Dussel and Rodolfo Kusch, seek in some way to answer this question of Latin America’s specificity and otherness with respect to Europe. Castro-Gómez argues that despite critical interventions against the colonizing logic of modernity, these schools of thought remain trapped in the binary and totalizing logics they seek to critique. The attempt to carve out a space for Latin America in world history and philosophy leads instead to a homogenization of Latin America as the other of Europe. Instead, Castro-Gómez turns to an analysis of what he understands to be Latin America’s postmodern ontological condition and considers the resources for critique that rest not on unity, consensus, and utopia but rather the unbinding and agonistic politics of dissensus.

In an attempt to avoid these pitfalls, Critique of Latin American Reason represents Castro-Gómez’s first formulation of an archeological study of the conditions of possibility of Latin America as discursive formation in Philosophy: what he calls philosophical Latin Americanism. He also raises the question of the locus of enunciation of Latin American thought, critiquing the notion of a pure geocultural foundation from which an authentic Latin American philosophy might arise. In Zero-Point Hubris, he returns to this question of the locus of enunciation with a more fine-tuned genealogical approach to the local history of practices.

 Zero-Point Hubris thus offers a continuation of key themes of Critique, working beyond the historicist tradition in Latin American philosophy. Here, Castro-Gómez develops a localized history of practices, a condition of possibility for any history of ideas. With this approach, he seeks not to study the reception of enlightenment ideas in Latin America in the eighteenth century but rather to demonstrate how the enlightenment was itself shaped and practiced globally and locally, outside of Europe. To do this, he develops a robust genealogy drawing from a focused but massive late colonial archive: that of the colonial viceroyalty of New Granada from 1750 to 1816, a region that included present-day Colombia, Venezuela, and Ecuador, along with parts of Brazil, Suriname, Guyana, and Peru, prior to their independence.

If Zero-Point Hubris marks the genealogical deepening of his early archaeological work on Latin American reason, Castro-Gómez’s next book, Oneiric Fabrics: Mobility, Capitalism, and Biopolitics in Bogotá (1910–1930) (2009),4 takes up a narrower archive in order to excavate the subjective transformations at play in the history of capitalism in Colombia at the start of the twentieth century. Instead of empirical social fabrics, this book emphasizes the oneiric fabrics of the urban imaginary of Bogotá that produced a new apparatus of speed and mobility, as a condition of possibility for the expansion of capitalism in Colombia. The urban imaginary thus had real material effects in producing new forms of subjectivity and an accompanying apparatus of mobility.

Having established this genealogical and archeological foundation to the study of coloniality in Latin America and Colombia, in particular, Castro-Gómez begins a series of reflections on his own genealogical method with a two-part series of books on Foucault and governmentality: History of Governmentality I & II (2010 & 2016).5 These investigations began with a question about the possibility of thinking an emancipatory politics out of Foucault’s notions of power and governmentality. Volume I works closely through Foucault’s Collège de France lectures on governmentality in the late 1970s, and Volume II turns to the “final Foucault” of the 1980s on notions of subjectivity and subjectivation in response to the trappings of neoliberal and biopolitical power. Castro-Gómez argues that the turn to subjectivity and an aesthetics of the self in Foucault is insufficient for the articulation of an emancipatory politics. Thus, the latter volume develops a critical response to Foucault and completes his turn toward political philosophy as irreducible to power relations. He further develops his account of politics through a critical reading of Slavoj Zizek alongside Latin American political philosophers such as Enrique Dussel and Ernesto Laclau in Revolutions without Subject: Slavoj Zizek and the Critique of Postmodern Historicism (2015).6

Most recently, his 2019 collection, The Fool and the Knaves: Notes Toward a Transmodern Republicanism, traces his trajectory in relation to questions of decolonial thought. He puts forth a transmodern approach to global modernity, seeking to extend and transform the project of modernity. Here, he is against an anti-modern attempt to locate a pure outside to modernity, echoing his earliest criticisms of notions of exteriority and alterity in Latin American philosophy. In his own account, the three fundamental axes articulated across his work are history, power, and politics.7 In his most recent books, he shifts from the question of power as the ultimate grid of analysis, to a notion of politics that opens more directly to questions of emancipation.



***

The power of the text in your hands begins from the fraught conjunction posed in the title itself between the epistemological project of the zero-point and the hubris built into this project, which proves its ultimate, if partial undoing. For Castro-Gómez, the zero-point is not the no-place of utopian imagination but rather a central pretension of the scientific language of the enlightenment. Much like Descartes’ ego cogito, Castro-Gómez shows how European thought sought more broadly to position itself outside the empirical world as an essential precondition to knowing that world objectively. The zero-point therefore constitutes what he deems a “neutral observation platform” from which the enlightened philosopher, scientist, and governor can survey reality, an unassailable God’s-eye-view from which one can see without being seen.

The zero-point was more than simply an idea, however, but a material project that could only concretely emerge in time and space. For Castro-Gómez, this project was hubristic in its original, Greek sense, its proponents guilty not merely of arrogance in general but that specific kind of arrogance that forgets the material constraints of the mortal world. What were the parameters of that mortal world? That modernity was intrinsically bound up with the colonial project—Latin America was not pre- or anti-modern, he insists pointedly—and the enlightenment was consequently a transatlantic phenomenon located, indeed forged, simultaneously in the core and the periphery. Colonialism was a two-way street, and the hubris of the zero-point would play a major role in deepening colonial domination, justifying the epistemic expropriation and erasure of other ways of knowing.

But Castro-Gómez is unique in his attentiveness to the powerful tensions this project generated once it took its place in the material world, and specifically that of what he calls the apparatus of whiteness. When modernizing Spanish Bourbon reformers came to see whiteness as a barrier to biopolitical governmentality, the American-born descendants of Europeans known as criollos, in whose habitus whiteness featured prominently, doubled down on policing the boundaries of race (here Castro-Gómez deftly decolonizes both Foucault and Bourdieu, infusing their concepts with new, transatlantic meaning). Ironically, the colonial core lost this battle to its own children, and the result was a naturalized inequality that was embedded in independent Latin American national states and prevails across the region today.

Zero-point hubris thus names both an essential project of Europe and the modern/colonial world system and its fundamental impossibility. If the first provides us with a powerful diagnostic tool for decolonial critique of Eurocentrism and its pretensions to objectivity and neutrality, the second offers a hopeful reminder that colonialism was not a one-way street, and that such arrogant projects often fail. While it’s true that in this case—and in many cases—this failure falls to the side of reaction, a subversive reading could point instead to the persistence of resistance and alternatives occluded by this war among colonial titans.

This signature concept will be traced through several key themes in this vast work. We indicate three major threads here. The first is the tension between two apparatuses (dispositivos) of power that Castro-Gómez diagnoses in the late colonial period: whiteness and biopolitics. The apparatus of whiteness, which Castro-Gómez locates largely in the Américas, is organized around the racial habitus of the criollos over the castes (nonwhite subjects in the Americas: Black people, Indians, and mestizos) rooted in the discourse of blood purity. By contrast, the biopolitical apparatus is connected to the imperial Bourbon reforms organized by “reason of state” with the aim of maximizing the productivity of the colonial population. This tension manifests in attempts by Bourbon reformers to undermine the privileged status of traditional para-state powers of the Church and the aristocracy. And the ultimately successful counterattack from the criollos upholds and reinforces whiteness, working to “expel the state” from taking over the administration of the colonies.

Embedded within this trajectory are questions of the emergent capitalist global economy and the imperial practice of science. The Spanish Bourbon state underwent a series of reforms to develop their imperial biopolitical apparatus so as to reestablish their competitiveness against other global colonial powers, like France, Holland, and England. This shift marks a new concern for the health and productiveness of the population, biopolitics, especially around medicine, work, and the hospital; it also marks a new concern for the development of the sciences of geography and botany.

A second trajectory opens the question of how to read the global entanglements between European and Latin American enlightenments. At heart, this is a question of the intersection between epistemology and the coloniality of power. How to think of the coloniality of power not just as a system imposed from the outside but as an apparatus of power-knowledge with its own local practice in the Kingdom of New Granada among its enlightened Criollo thinkers? In essence, this global entanglement between different trajectories of enlightenment can be seen to rest on the construction of a scientific site of enunciation, which is supposed to be pure, neutral, and placeless, which is, in fact, coincident with a racial and political position of power, one that is only held by the European or white criollo in New Granada. The zero-point thus disqualifies all other epistemic positions through the epistemic expropriation of Indigenous, mestizo, and Black modes of knowing that have a connection to local histories, traditions, and cultures.

A third trajectory concerns the local genealogy of enlightenment criollo thought as a counter history to the founding of the independent nation-state, by tracing criollo practice in New Granada in the period directly leading up to the independence struggles against Spain. Just as the French revolution looms in the background of Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, this text offers a counter history to the later emergence of anti-colonial revolution of Gran Colombia in 1819, three years after Castro-Gómez’s genealogy ends. Instead of an emancipatory revolution carried out by a subjugated criollo class freeing itself from the shackles of Spanish colonial power, we instead see the stratification of criollo power through the perpetuation of colonial racial hierarchies. The colonial fabric is embedded into the nation-state form. Questions of nationalism and independence from Spain remain unstated in the background but frame much of the decolonial impetus of this work, as the coloniality of power seeps into the Latin American present through the inheritance of this apparatus of naturalized racial inequality.



***

Zero-Point Hubris is a theoretically innovative book that eruditely navigates a complex historical archive. For us as translators, this has meant that the hardest choices were often in how to preserve the specificity of certain Spanish colonial terms that do not easily lend themselves to translation. In some cases, we have opted to retain the original term when necessary, including a translator’s footnote in the cases where the meaning of the term is not immediately evident from the explanation internal to the text itself. For example, criollo, is retained throughout as the English equivalent “creole” is rife with many other significations that mask the specificity of the meaning of this term to refer to American-born descendants of white Europeans. The philosophical terminology did not present as many difficult choices, though we have opted to translate dispositivo as “apparatus” throughout for the sake of readability rather than the more literal “dispositif” or “dispositive.” We have translated all citations without an existing English language translation, especially the numerous citations from the eighteenth-century colonial archive, and made use of existing English translations when available.

We are grateful to Santiago Castro-Gómez for his guidance and enthusiasm as we completed this translation of his work, to María del Rosario Acosta for her encouragement to pursue the project, to Miguel Gualdrón Ramírez for his invaluable translation suggestions, to the series editors of the Reinventing Critical Theory series, Gabriel Rockhill and Yannik Thiem, for their interest in this translation, and to the editors at Rowman & Littlefield International, Frankie Mace and Sarah Campbell, for their constant support of the project.


Notes
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Preface to the English Edition

This book is the initial result of my doctoral thesis, which was presented in 2003 toward the degree of “Doktor der Philosophie” at the Johann Wolfgang Goethe-Universität in Frankfurt, under the title Aufklärung als kolonialer Diskurs. The thesis was translated into Spanish in 2005 and published by the Universidad Javeriana in Bogotá under the title La hybris del punto cero. A second expanded and corrected edition of the book was later published in 2011, which serves as the basis for this English translation. The book proposes taking up Michel Foucault’s genealogical method to solve a series of theoretical and methodological problems that arose within some currents of Latin American thought in the transition from the twentieth to the twenty-first century. It thus seeks to use genealogy as an analytical tool to address some open questions in two Latin American traditions in particular: philosophical historicism and decolonial thought.

Against the historicist tradition (Leopoldo Zea, Arturo Ardao, Arturo Roig), Zero-Point Hubris argues that we need to consider the eighteenth century from a perspective that abandons the traditional history of ideas and moves toward a history of practices. This means emphasizing not the “reception” of the ideas of the European enlightenment (the way that texts by Rousseau, Voltaire, Montesquieu, etc. were read), but the way that the political project of the Spanish Bourbon dynasty unleashed a series of (economic, scientific, administrative, hygienic, etc.) practices in the viceroyalty of New Granada that sought to combat and replace the old aristocratic and unproductive practices of the white criollo1 elite descended from the first European settlers. Against the decolonial tradition (Aníbal Quijano, Enrique Dussel, Walter Mignolo), Zero-Point Hubris argues that we need to complement the use of macro-sociological tools (like Wallerstein’s world systems analysis) with tools like genealogy, which focuses on analyzing how colonial legacies are reproduced on a microphysical level, directly related to subjectivity or common sense, and not only on the macrophysical level of “longue durée structures.” The book seeks to combine both analytical perspectives, attempting to avoid the overgeneralizations that the sociological Marxist perspective of coloniality tends to fall into. In sum, Zero-Point Hubris seeks to respond to Kant’s famous question, “What is Enlightenment?,” but to do so by shifting the analysis outside strictly European space.

By deploying genealogy, this book seeks to establish a cartography of the acting powers in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century New Granada, distinguishing two broad regimes of practices that confronted one another during that period. The first is the apparatus of whiteness, which emerged at the end of the sixteenth century, and which functioned as the condition of possibility for the subjectivation practices of the white criollo elites of New Granada. This is a power that is established and reproduced through technologies of filiation and alliances, that is, well-calculated strategies of intermarriage among those same elites. These strategies centered on the Spanish idea of “blood purity” and sought to delineate a distancing border between criollos (direct descendants of the first Spanish settlers) and the other population groups in New Granada, who they referred to as “the castes” (Black people, Indians, and mestizos2). It is here that we can appreciate what Aníbal Quijano calls the “coloniality of power,” which refers in this case to defining social identity on the basis of the racialization of bodies. What someone “is” socially does not depend solely on the color of their skin but on the “purity” of their genealogical tree. Social privileges were reserved for those who were able to demonstrate that there was no mixing with people of “bad blood” in their ancestry. Strategies of intermarriage “among (white) equals” sought precisely to prevent Black people, Indians, and mestizos from accessing the world of privilege. In this sense, Zero-Point Hubris seeks to demonstrate that the “hard core” of colonial legacies in Latin America is the naturalization of inequality as the organizing pillar of society, a situation that persists today.

It is important to grasp that this structural inequality requires a political operation that, following Pierre Clastres, I call the “expulsion of the state.” By this, I refer to the attempt to avoid at all costs the constitution of a transcendental power located “beyond” criollo alliance networks that would threaten their oligarchic privileges. But this was precisely what began to happen in the eighteenth century with the dynastic change in Spain. Zero-Point Hubris analyzes the emergence of a second power regime that I call the biopolitical apparatus, which is linked in this case to the governmental project of the Bourbons. At the dawn of industrial capitalism, the Spanish monarchy hoped to ensure its commercial monopoly over certain mineral and agrarian products and sought to transform its overseas colonies into productive factories designed to place these products advantageously on the world market. But to achieve this, it was necessary to implement a series of administrative, medical, geographical, and educational reforms that were legitimized by the discourse of the new science. The objective was to promote scientific-technical intervention into the life of the population, so as to make it a basic element of enlightened policymaking. From this perspective, “reason of state” was seen as the sole intelligibility principle presiding over relations between the Spanish Crown and its colonies, which white criollo elites felt to be a real threat. And in reality, what they feared so much had indeed emerged: the constitution of a power located beyond the logic of alliance capable of “expropriating” their privileges. In this sense, this book not only examines the specific rationality presiding over each of the two apparatuses of whiteness and biopolitics but also analyzes the antagonism produced between them. The political interest of the Bourbons was to combat the hegemony of both the criollos and the Church over colonial institutions and common sense. The criollos, in turn, sought to neutralize, delay, or slow that first modernization process in Latin American history. As you can see, Zero-Point Hubris analyzes the dialectic between coloniality and modernity, showing how the former ended up becoming a precondition for the latter.

This book is particularly interested in analyzing the practices of “border subjects,” and in this case those enlightened criollos who moved “between” the two apparatuses. On the one hand, these subjects appropriated the discourses of the new science promoted by the Spanish monarchy and functioned as battering rams for the Bourbon reforms. They therefore contributed to the dismantling of the traditional common sense on which the power of the criollo oligarchy stood. But on the other hand, as children of this same oligarchy, they reproduced colonial discourse toward Black and Indigenous people and mestizos, who they saw as “lower quality” beings. In this sense, this book shows how epistemic purity inspired by the new science and blood purity promoted by oligarchic elites paradoxically “intersect” in the subjectivity of enlightened criollos. The result is the production of a universalist and colonial “gaze” toward populations, territory, and its resources, that I call the “zero-point.” Latin America begins to be observed by its own intellectual elites from the perspective of an epistemic platform that de-historicizes it, extracting it from its specific logics and “fetishizing” it, at the same moment that the mechanism of commodity production later studied by Marx begins to unfold in Europe. We witness the emergence of a scientistic and colonial discourse about the region which would also accompany the new social sciences that appear in the course of the nineteenth century. We witness, in short, the birth of Latin Americanism.

I am especially thankful to George Ciccariello-Maher and Don Deere for the enthusiasm and precision with which they have translated the book and to the editors at Rowman & Littlefield for their interest in publishing it.

Bogotá, May 12, 2020

Notes


	1. [The direct descendants of European settlers born in Latin America—Trans.]

	2. [Mixed-race people, specifically European and Indigenous. Mestizaje refers more broadly to the complex process of racial mixture specific to Latin America—Trans.]





Introduction

In 1787, Russian Empress Catherine II penned a missive to Spanish King Carlos III, requesting that he send all materials he could find on Indigenous languages in the Americas to St. Petersburg. An enthusiastic defender of the sciences and a personal friend of Voltaire, the Empress planned to hand this material over to the learned members of her court so that they might prepare a comparative study of all the known languages of the world. At that time, as Michel Foucault (1994) has shown, enlightened Europeans believed that they could decipher the grammatical laws common to all linguistic domains, which would constitute the basic structure of all possible languages. This project of a “General Grammar” required comparing some languages to others, but not to discover their common historical origin, as had been believed up to that point (Hebrew as the “mother language” prior to the confusion of Babel), but rather to discover the universal linguistic structure underlying all languages on the planet. Each particular language, then, would represent a specific modality of this universal structure. Enlightened members of the Russian court, led by a wise man named Pallas, aware of the fact that the Jesuits had published many studies of Indigenous American languages, requested the assistance of the Empress to obtain this valuable material with the goal of contributing to the project.1

Agreeing to the Russian Empress’ request, King Carlos III ordered his viceroys in the Americas to search out, collect, and send to Spain all existing documents on the subject. In




















Notes


	1. Pallas’ work was published in 1789 as Linguarium totius orbis vocabulario comparativa, augustissimae cura collecta, scilicet primae lenguas Europae, et Asiae complexae.

	2. [Comprising at the time what is today Colombia, Panama, and Ecuador, as well as parts of Guyana, Suriname, Brazil, and Peru, and previously including Venezuela—Trans.]

	3. As with Nahuatl in Mexico and Quechua in Peru, Muisca (or Chibcha) was considered to be the “general language of the Indians” of New Granada in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and as a result professorships for the language were established in universities so that missionaries might learn it, and dictionaries, grammar texts, and vocabulary lexicons were created. The works found by Mutis include renowned grammar texts by the Dominican Bernardo de Lugo (“Gramática de la lengua general del Nuevo Reino llamada mosca”) and the Jesuit José Dadey (“Gramática, vocabulario y confesionario de la lengua mosca-chibcha”). For a study of works on the Chibcha language produced prior to 1810, see González de Pérez, 1980.

	4. We know that the material sent by Mutis never reached Russia (Ortega Ricaurte, 1978: 101). The outbreak of the French Revolution and the death of Carlos III might have dissuaded the Spanish Crown from completing the Empress’ mission.

	5. “Real cédula para que en los reinos de las Indias se extingan los diferentes idiomas de que se usa y sólo se hable el castellano,” in Tanck de Estrada, 1985: 37.

	6. These new fields of knowledge emerged in various universities in England and the United States toward the end of the 1970s, very much influenced by the post-structuralism of Foucault and Derrida, but also by the work of Marxist philosophers like Gramsci and Althusser. From post-structuralism, this approach took the critique of classic notions of representation, knowledge, and reality that have been fundamental to the formation of the “West” as a cultural project; from Marxism they took the suspicion that ethnocentric discourses and representations of the “other” served as tools for constituting political and cultural hegemonies both in Europe and its overseas colonies (Moore-Gilbert, 1997; Loomba, 1998; Gandhi, 1998).
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