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Gudrun Dahl: Modernities on the Move: 
Introduction 

Modernity 

In the optimistic years after the end of World War II, ‘modernization’ and 

‘modernity’ were the dominant keywords of Western industrialized society, 

setting out the mode for interpreting the direction of time, but also shaping 

and legitimizing differences between those who were assumed to have come 

further the route in this direction and those deemed to lag behind. Ideas 

about modernity marked the discourses of everyday life, colored the formu-

lation of political and ideological talk and affected the theoretical proposi-

tions of social science. 
One of the most prominent sociologists who integrated the notions of 

modernization into his models was Talcott Parsons (1960 a, b), who in mod-

ernization saw a process where the momentum of the entrepreneur and the 

rationally choosing actor somehow directly fed into the workings of a social 

system characterized by order and stability. Parsonian models came to be 

particularly put into motion in analyses purporting to explain so-called ‘un-

derdevelopment’ in the Third World. Modernization ideology acted as a 

framework for legitimating the relations between the industrialized world 

and the former colonies, often reproducing itself within the latter, so that it 

both came to refer to relations between countries and to relations within dif-

ferent classes in the same society. Boesen and Raikes (1976:65) discussing 

the Tanzanian context in the seventies, concluded that the core of the mod-

ernization ideology was the belief that development had to be brought about 

by the educated minority, leaders in administration, party and parastatal or-

ganizations, a message conveyed not only by expressions of power, but by 

illustrating the advantages of development by a higher standard of living and 

a ‘modern lifestyle’. At the heydays of modernity, the distance between the 

concepts of social analysis and the frames of interpretation used in everyday 

life was small. 

In the seventies and eighties, modernization theories became challenged, 

however, on political, empirical and conceptual grounds. Parsons himself 

was criticized for not spelling out the assumed links between the rationally 

choosing actor and entrepreneur and the maintenance of social order. It was 

argued that his model did not sufficiently explain the sources of social 
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change, differentiation and growth (J. Taylor 1969:3-41). The idea of a 

monolithic process of change, in relation to which poor and peripheral coun-

tries had lagged after, mainly because of internal obstacles, was seriously 

challenged by the dependency and world-system theory, the proponents of 

which argued that instead it was the economic penetration of the Third 

World that had produced underdevelopment. Gusfield (1967), writing on 

India, made an early, succinct criticism of the conventional contrast of mod-

ernity with a stereotyped concept of ‘tradition’. His thoughts precede many 

arguments later developed by others: the lack of support that could be mob-

ilized for the assumption that contemporary traditionally-looking societies 

were the result of long periods of little change or social uniformity. He ar-

gued that innovations tend not to displace or stand in conflict to old tradi-

tions but rather add to them. Above all, he forcefully argues that ‘tradition’ 

and ‘modernity’ both act as selective and situational frames of interpretation 

and the establishment of legitimacy, rather than labels with which we can 

usefully describe a whole society or era. Later on, within the framework of 

radical post-modernist deconstruction of the images of the ‘Other’, much of 

the conceptual biases underlying the contrastive ideal-type poles of ‘tradi-

tionalism’ and ‘traditional societies’ (e.g. Fabian 1983, with many followers) 

were further scrutinized and rejected. By the 1980s, the potential utility of a 

contrast between ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’ as an analytical tool appeared to 

belong to the past. In vernacular language and emic models, however, the 

notion of ‘modernity’ lived on relatively unabated. 

The mid 1990s saw a sudden intense revival of the discussion about soc-

ietal ‘modernity’, a revival which as Jameson (2002) observes, was a social 

fact demanding attention in its own right. This appears to have been partly 

related to a thorough-going change in the international discourses of econo-

my, politics and policymaking, linked to neo-liberalism as well as to the 

‘new managerialism’, with their emphasis on the self-responsible individual 

and on choice and agency. Neo-liberalism seems to have revived some of the 

Parsonian tradition. This renewed interest in modernity must also be under-

stood in relation to the then prevalent optimism about the societal changes in 

the former Soviet Union and to the demise of Marxist inspired interpreta-

tions. As mentioned above, many of the assumptions of the older theories of 

modernization and development had been challenged as too simplistic. 

Above all, globalization and changing economic balances had transformed 

the very object of study. The changes that have been particularly significant 

relate to information technology and its implication for the organization of 

finance and industry and for the rise of a global public arena. Growing in-

sights into our hazardous ecological predicament have also undermined the 

utopian visions of a future of continuous improvement. In the early 2000s, 

the World Trade Center events and the ensuing War on Terrorism further 

shook the trust in a uni-linear development towards democracy and secular-

ism. The dominant sociological narrative of how theories of modernization 
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and modernity have changed is that of a decrease in the trust in progress and 

a growing sense of risk.  

The revival of ‘modernity’ as a term to be used in serious sociological 

analysis in the early nineties perhaps testifies to the relative weakness of 

conceptual critique when it comes to changing cultural premises. Central 

ideas of vernacular culture are fed and re-fed into social analysis. Moderni-

zation has been a contemporary keyword of our civilization, often taken for 

granted, and therefore both difficult and necessary to scrutinize. It is a wide-

ly spread concept but nevertheless a cultural construction linked to thoughts 

predominant under very specific historical conditions. What we want to look 

at in this volume is therefore firstly the interaction between the concept as it 

is used in analytical contexts, and the more banal (Billig 1995), historically 

situated vernacular notions of modern-ness against which individuals judge 

and present themselves as being modern in character, capacity and lifestyle. 

There are many good reasons not to base analytical models on old assump-

tions about the nature and direction of modernization, but the question is to 

what extent also vernacular ways of relating individual hopes to time are 

changed. 

As a vernacular and ideological concept in the West, modernity and mod-

ern-ness has had their main referents to a particular, moralized sense of time. 

For those to whom modernity is a value, newness is exalted to a goal strong-

er than tradition and the protection of continuity from the past. Whatever 

happens in the present moment - the emergent - is seen as representing a 

future which will embody improvement and progress. Individuals and other 

social agents would wish to be allied and notionally associated with moder-

nity - they urge to be ‘modern’, timely and up-to-date.  

Yet, the contents and expressions of ‘novelty’ and ‘timeliness’ remain 

forever emergent, while the utopian future is continuously postponed. Dif-

ficulties are inherent in any attempt at analyzing how the concepts modern, 

modernity and modernization and what they stand for were experienced in 

past times. This goes both for the more ‘banal’ vernacular notions and for 

analytical notions. Retrospective analysis is always formulated against post 

factum knowledge of how the future of that past time really evolved, what 

sureties the then emergent phenomena turned into. In the back perspective, 

what is ‘modern’ has been forever changing, but the possibility to perceive 

past moments from their own horizons have lapsed. Cultural chronocentrism 

- the historical counterpart to ethnocentrism - may therefore obfuscate our 

attempts to understand what ‘modern’ meant long ago and perhaps also what 

it means to those who were born at a later date than us. For example, paying 

a tourist visit to the home of the Swedish fin-de-siècle national romantic 

painter, Zorn, one is guided to his kitchen with a charming old water heater 

and an old-fashioned zinc sink. It takes a conscious effort to look at Zorn’s 

kitchen as an expression of an ambition to be really up-to-date with the state-
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of-the-art kitchen technology, to be a modern person with, to use an anach-

ronistic term, a high-tech kitchen. 

As an analytical abstraction, ‘modernity’ cannot escape the influence of 

the researcher’s own time bound perception of what is characteristically 

modern and where the social world around her is heading. ‘Modernity’ is a 

peculiar term in this sense, being both heavily marked by time and having a 

reference to the processes of time. Sztompka (1993:68) notes that “There are 

two ways of defining modernity, historically or analytically.” The historical 

use refers to ‘Modernity’ as a particular historical period. This is for example 

the usage in relation to ‘Modernity’ as an art world term, or when one de-

clares that we are now in ‘post-Modernity’ (a period which appears already 

to have passed its best before-date), that we live in ‘late Modernity’ or that 

we have passed ‘High Modernity’. Writers on modernity as a period differ to 

the extent they only use the term for a periodization of societal history, de-

scribing the characteristics they think pertain to the period, or if they also 

regard the concept as representing an inescapable process of no return. The 

analytical use, in contrast, refers to the prevalent characteristics of society 

during a particular moment or period, described as a syndrome. ‘Modernity’ 

is then an abstract model summarizing what is seen to (have) characterize(d) 

society when it is/was modern. Such a model can be transposed to other con-

texts than where it was identified, opening for the theoretical possibility of 

disjoining the concept of ‘modernity’ from the notion of progress and di-

rected time.  

Other periods can then be classified as ‘modern’ if the characteristics of 

society correspond to the basic model. Ambiguity however always rests in 

the use of a concept, which is defined in relation to a particular contemporar-

iness, but which at the same time is aimed to be a general sociological cate-

gory. Fixing the term to apply to a (passed?) particular period is one way of 

handling this. That such strategies are possible reflects a break between the 

usage of the term in social science on one hand and on the other its vernacu-

lar and political usage. That is, even if Modernity is described as having 

passed its peak period, consumers still want to modernize their kitchens and 

politicians still talk about modernizing the educational system of Europe. 

Another way of solving the ambiguity consists of redefining the analytical 

term to fit to changed conditions so that the description of ‘Modernity’ itself 

changes over time: modern society becomes described as post-industrial and 

service-oriented, instead of defined in relation to industrial work, globalized 

rather than defined by the nation state etc. The history of modernization the-

ory provides some interesting examples of such redefinitions of the concept. 

Hoselitz (1960), for example, formulated his description of what character-

ized modern societies in terms of an orientation to the collectivity, in opposi-

tion to the assumed ‘self-orientation’ of traditional societies. Yet, ‘individu-

alism’ has over time more often come to be associated with Modernity. 
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The body of literature dealing with the concepts of modern-ness, Modern-

ity and modernization rarely scrutinizes the interaction between the vernacu-

lar understanding of the terms and their analytical definitions. It gives pri-

macy to the development of the intellectual history of ideas within social 

science and philosophy, as if this would in a simple way either guide or re-

flect vernacular understandings. The interaction between these levels is 

complicated, and the present text does not have the ambition to fully cover it. 

Suffice it to say that what appears to a scholar as a reasonable interpretation 

of the direction of time is likely to be shaped both by the intellectual tradi-

tion that the researcher is schooled in, and by conditions in his/her own life-

world. A very important aspect is the interaction between discourses within 

social sciences and those pertaining to the political, policymaking and ad-

ministrative spheres, where words shared with social science are used to 

legitimate action and mobilize support. These spheres feed and recirculate 

their own terms into social science, by giving attention to particular fields of 

research and deeming them socially relevant and by the processes of re-

source allocation to research.  

We need to consider the different functions of terms that are used in sci-

entific analysis and those which are used in political rhetoric. The purpose of 

the former is to sharpen the thought by precise definition. The aim of the 

second is to be mobilizing as wide support a possible. Were they independ-

ent from each other, political terms would compared to scientific terms nor-

mally be more clearly loaded with moral values, more comprehensive and 

encompassing, while the usage of scientific terms would tend to be more 

narrow. Modernization/modernity and its sister concept, development, which 

suggests the elaboration and fulfillment of possibilities inherent to the sys-

tem, are however terms abundantly used in both these contexts. It is difficult 

to separate one usage from the other. This in itself a sign of the pivotal role 

the concept of modernity has in the ideological set up of Western societies, a 

‘key symbol’ in the sense proposed by Sherry Ortner (1973). There is always 

likely to be a feedback on scientific terms from politics and vice versa. The 

uses that are made of such concepts in everyday life and political rhetoric 

tend to color the concept morally, even when it is turned into an analytical 

concept. The scientific analysis is nevertheless not helped by confounding 

ideological shibboleths with analytical tools, and the borders need to be 

closely guarded. 

If we turn to the analytical uses, we will find that the content of the con-

cept varies between different disciplines, each discipline seeing particular 

dimensions as defining characteristics of the modern. In art history modern-

ism represents particular Western trends in art style with a fixed time refer-

ence between 1890 and 1940 roughly, while in general history, ‘modern’ is a 

category of historical periodization with a considerably wider span than that.  

The social sciences emphasize particular societal traits, which may or 

may not be associated with the time classified as ‘modern’. Sociology for 
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example uses the concept to refer to a society characterized by the oppor-

tunity to choose between different values seen as situational and relative, and 

to stress a relative emphasis in the society of ascribed rather than achieved 

roles. The concept may also refer to processes such as industrialization, ur-

banization, differentiation and intensified communication. In his summary of 

the characteristics of Modernity, Giddens (1991:15) lists inter alia a system 

of commodity production involving competitive product markets and the 

commoditization of labor power but also mentions the surveillance of citi-

zens and control over the means of violence. Writing in the 1990s he found 

reason to include that the nation state in Modernity is part of a wider system 

of similar organizations and that there are organizations regularizing control 

of social relations across indefinite time-space distances. 

Political Science implies by the term the existence of a national state 

based on parliamentarism, a relatively autonomous civil society acting under 

principles of freedom of speech, assembly and organization and a public 

sphere which guarantees rational administration and a free market of ideas.  

Finally, when economists talk about modernization they often think of 

capitalism and its cultural premises of private property and the freedom to 

enter into contracts.  

Both ‘development’ and ‘modernization’ link up with a theory of neces-

sary and morally loaded convergence between all these aspects. There are 

also undeniably some common themes between the various disciplines, for 

example the assumption that modernization implies an ideological emphasis 

on critical rationality and individual choice, whether of political ideology, 

moral values or consumer items. This is also linked to the methodological 

representation of the physical, economic and social world as constituted by 

quantifiable, calculable, measurable units that allow for universal compari-

son and measuring independent of time and space - emptying the very con-

cepts of time and space (Giddens 1991).  

While all the mentioned dimensions are obviously relevant to contempo-

rary conditions in many parts of the industrialized world, we may ask wheth-

er the understanding of the interrelations of different dimensions is enhanced 

by the use of the concept, or whether it contributes to reify assumptions of 

such linkages.  

Take for example the ‘principle of rationality’ referred to e.g. by Sztomp-

ka (1993). Beyond doubt, ‘rationality’ as represented by means-ends ade-

quacy, efficiency thinking and cost-benefit analysis is a pervasive, heralded 

and recognized cultural value in the capitalist, industrialized world. Yet, the 

concept of rationality has multidimensional applications and value-loaded 

cultural elaborations which can be easily challenged, spanning as it does 

from a reference to efficient cognitive processes based on knowledge and 

non-emotionality at one end to systemic functionality at the social level at 

the other thus joining processes at levels which may have little to do with 

each other. Having ‘rationality’ as a cultural value does not preclude system-
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ic dysfunctionality, nor does it necessarily make the thoughts, choices and 

actions of societal members less logical or less built on the knowledge avail-

able to them. The way popular images in the West define the relation to ‘less 

developed parts of the world’ often elaborate on the theme of assumed dif-

ferences in rationality that are supposed to underlie differences in other indi-

cators of development and modernity. The reality such an interpretation re-

fers to is marked more by differences in the spread of ‘rationality’ as a pub-

lic rhetorical trope rather than by actual cultural differences in objective, 

individual rationality. That rationality, irrationality and passions are evenly 

spread among us humans is the basic assumption of modern anthropology: 

there is little proof that populations of individual human beings, regardless 

of context, vary substantially in these capacities. Generalizations at the level 

of principles characterizing society at a certain period of time should make 

clear whether they refer to the assessment of actual practices and social rela-

tions or to what the ideology of the era proposes: this goes for ‘rationality’ as 

well as for ‘individualism’, ‘flexibility’ and other principles which have been 

claimed to characterize or define ‘Modernity’ as a period or as a syndrome.  

The number of traits listed as part of the setup of modern society is so 

large, that one could question whether ‘Modernity’ is really useful as an 

analytical term. It has the bendable nature of the terms that Gallie (1956) 

calls ‘essentially contested concepts’. 

However, the assumption of a close linkage between the institutions and 

ideas implied by the term has also been increasingly challenged as a histori-

cally and culturally situated construction. In the late 1990s it became popular 

to talk about multiple modernities or alternative modernities, in reaction to 

the revival of the modernity concept. In response to the apparent shortcom-

ings of the concept, a number of suggestions were launched revising the 

terminology that suggests a unified direction of change. Some suggestions 

like ‘post-modernity’ and ‘late Modernity’ would appear to try to decouple 

‘modernity’ from the notion of unidirectional temporality, while others like 

‘manifold modernity’, ‘multiple modernity’ and ‘alternative modernity’ ra-

ther retained the directionality, but suggested that it may follow several al-

ternative routes.  

What is striking with these attempts is that they do not really sort out 

what constitutes ‘modernization’ itself. 

Gaonkar (1999:14) in his introduction to ‘Alternative Modernities’ argues 

“the proposition that societal modernization, once activated, moves inexora-

bly towards establishing a certain type of mental outlook (scientific rational-

ism, pragmatic instrumentalism, secularism) and a certain type of institution-

al order (popular government, bureaucratic administration, market driven 

industrial economy) irrespective of the culture and politics of a given place 

is simply not true.” Gaonkar also turns against what he calls ‘cultural mod-

ernization’ by reading it as “the erasing of values in order to promote cynical 

instrumentalism through secularization”, aligning with some of the anti-
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rationalist and romantic critics of ‘Modernity’. Cultural modernity does not, 

according to him, have to “invariably take the form of an adversary culture 

that privileges the individual’s need for self-expression and self-realization 

over the claims of the community.” 

Gaonkar thus follows John Taylor (1969) in questioning an a-cultural, 

convergence-focused reading of modernity. He suggests that “modernity 

always unfolds within a specific cultural or civilizational context and 

…different starting points for the transition to modernity leads to different 

outcomes…” Yet it remains unclear what kind of entity it is that is activated 

or unfolds, whether ‘modernity’ refers to a particular epoch or to some es-

sential traits that constitute ‘modernity’. Are we talking about industrialism, 

capitalism, quick technological development, the specialization of expertise, 

or a particular mental outlook - perhaps critical reflexivity and the continu-

ous reevaluation of knowledge? 

The arguments backing up such suggestions appeal not so much to alter-

native public interpretations of modern-ness or social constructions of what 

is timely as to aspects of the analytical concept. The concept ‘Alternative 

modernity’ thus does not necessarily question the scientific concept of mod-

ernity as such. Recognizing that the concept of ‘modernity’ has to be reeval-

uated in the face of societal and economic change and that there is a need to 

take cultural variability into account, the call for alternative modernity there-

fore still harbors ambiguities.  

Requests for ‘multiple’ or ‘alternative’ modernity are in this way often 

written from within the discourse. They reify a central core of the qualities 

associated with a directed process of time towards secularization, rationali-

zation, technological innovation etc. Cultural critique, however, cannot be 

undertaken from the basis of the terms and values of the ideology one pur-

ports to analyze. Words such as rationality and modernization cannot be both 

used as analytical tools and at the same time be the objects under study. 

Some authors like Rabinow (2008:3), who recognize this and similar prob-

lems, try to solve it by making a distinction between modernity and the con-

temporary, the latter concept allowing for a study of the emergent without 

deducing beforehand what is happening. ‘Modernity’ is then, as I understand 

it, taken to refer to what pertains to a particular epoch judged from a notion 

of directed change, whereas ‘The contemporary’ allows for unexpected re-

configuration and a secession of states rather than necessary uni-linearity. 

Central to many varieties of the renewed focus on modernity has been the 

idea that contemporary societal institutions “differ from all preceding forms 

of social order in respect of their dynamism, the degree to which they under-

cut traditional habits and customs and their global impact” (Giddens 1991:1). 

Various researchers, however, launch their own answer to whether ‘Moder-

nity’ is the conjunction of many different aspects or if there is a particularly 

significant dimension that governs them all. Giddens (p.3) in his analysis, for 

example, puts a particular emphasis on critical reflexivity and the prepared-
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ness for institutional and cognitive revision in the face of new insights a 

reformulation of the ‘rationality’ of earlier analysts. Latour (1993) in his 

claim that “We have never been modern” refers to cartesianism as the central 

pillar of modernism - Western societies were never so clear in their distinc-

tions between nature and culture, body and soul, as sometimes it is claimed, 

he argues. Rabinow (loc.cit.) quotes Luhmann’s essay “Modernity as Con-

temporary Society” (Luhmann 1998) as listing the following distinctions 

among those marking off ‘Modernity’ as an epoch by a rupture with the past: 

“the birth of historical consciousness, the actualization of political and social 

freedom, the emergence of a self-reflective subject, the self-understanding of 

society at risk, the disenchantment of the world, and the triumph of aliena-

tion”. Habermas (1987) suggests that the rupture lies in the distinction be-

tween the three separate spheres of fact, morality and aesthetics and in the 

search for knowledge on the basis of communication and dialogue. Wagner 

(2008) proposes that the great divide is linked to the notion of an autono-

mous individual.  

The contemporary sociological idea of ‘Modernity’ thus rests on the sense 

that contemporary social scientists and their coevals are living in an epoch 

with unprecedented characteristics, and that it is the task of the social scien-

tist to struggle to catch the essence of these characteristics. This struggle is 

predominantly concerned with capturing the essence of a phenomenon as-

sumed to exist as a social reality, rather than with capturing the idea of mod-

ernity seen as a social construction. The latter approach would more clearly 

actualize the interaction between the ideas mobilized in the analysis of this 

epoch and the vernacular ideas relating to modernity, which people mobilize 

in their everyday life. 

The intellectuals’ writings on ‘Modernity’ do not go free from the wish to 

be ‘timely’ themselves. Talking of modernity in very general terms, the par-

ticipants in the discussion nevertheless do not escape being as trapped in the 

historical moment of the present in their analysis, as any societal members 

are, when they are trying to make sense of themselves and the future. More 

than any other subject, the issue of modernization raises the question wheth-

er temporal reflexivity is possible. The researcher who defines of what social 

modernity consists, just like those she writes about, is stuck in the presence 

and watches emergent phenomena, looking for tendencies to extrapolate into 

the future. For example, when in 1991 Giddens writes about how in modern 

society, individual identity work is increasingly a matter of making choices, 

he makes his interpretation at a historical moment. We can look back upon it 

today and conclude that the emphasis on choice was well timed with the 

political breakthrough of neo-liberalism and the ‘Third Way’ (a political 

current for which Giddens became engaged).  

Most of those who use the concept ‘Modernity’ do not explicitly enter its 

temporal aspect into the discussion. Neither do they particularly dwell on the 

merging of a temporal axis (towards assumed progression) with a quasi-
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spatial dimension (‘the West’) (Wagner op.cit.). They either presuppose 

these connotations or avoid the issue, so that modernity stands forth as a 

quality independent of time. However, the connotations of the expression 

‘modernity’, even when the latter is used for the purpose of sociological 

analysis, are closely tied to the word as such. Despite the cautious listing of 

more and more dimensions to define the analytical concept of a modern so-

ciety, the terms modern and modernity are not likely to lose their vernacular 

connotations. These are so ingrained in general discourse that they will by 

necessity leak into the analysis, suggesting an inevitable continued process 

of improvement over time, associated with Western models of and for socie-

ty. Thus, the phrase ‘Modern Society’ says much more than what would be 

connoted for example by referring to ‘Contemporary society in the West’. 

Traditionality 

As mentioned, the concept of traditionality has often been indiscriminately 

mobilized as a defining contrast to modernity both in everyday discourse and 

in social science. This concept is however used in a both less elaborate and 

less multidimensional way than the concept of ‘modernity’, also when used 

in analytical texts. For example in Giddens’ text (op.cit.:194-195), the con-

trasting condition where tradition rules is one, where the individual is stuck 

under oppressive authorities representing religion, the locality or the kinship 

system ‘Traditional society’ is depicted as a situation where there is authori-

ty dependence, no questioning of prevalent ideas, and little change. 

A major attack on ‘traditionality’ as an analytical concept came with the 

suggestion by Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983/1992), echoing Gusfield, that 

many practices seen as traditional are relatively recently constructions to 

serve the interests of particular social actors. The concept of traditional soci-

ety can be taken to refer to very different contexts. One ideal type would be 

a situation, where all scripts for action, values and narratives are handed 

down from generation to generation (Shils 1981:15) through mimesis and 

person to person communication, perhaps in the kind of context implied by 

Bourdieu’s concept of doxa (1977). Lack of scrutiny hinges on the very un-

availability of alternatives and on the difficulties of accumulating and con-

veying experience that transcends personal observation. ‘Traditionalism’ in 

this sense is purely a descriptive (or analytical) term denoting how culture is 

conveyed. It has to be clearly distinguished from ‘traditionalism’ in the sense 

of an ideological hailing of what is supposed to be ‘tradition’, that is, the use 

of the social construction of a ‘tradition’ in order to legitimate a particular 

line of action or claim of identity. Traditionalism in the first sense does not 

necessarily imply any recognition of tradition as a value: it is only the acces-

sibility of alternatives that makes doxa visible and necessary to defend 

against heterodoxa. Traditionalism in the second sense, hailing the value of 
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tradition, does in contrast not require any authentic tradition, as long as the 

idea of a tradition can be accepted by the audience. Situations where conti-

nuity is maintained with reference to an ideology of anciennity are probably 

not rare, but the existence of traditionalist values cannot be inferred from 

maintenance of practice. It has to be empirically established. Like modernity, 

notions of tradition have to be seen both as having a reference to time and as 

themselves representing interpretations that are extremely marked by time 

and place, whether used analytically or in vernacular practice. 

The indiscriminate summoning of tradition as a contrast to modernity, 

thus normally does not make clear whether traditionalism stands for a ‘doxic 

situation’ where knowledge of alternatives are missing or for one in which 

continuity is maintained and legitimated by referring to time-testedness, 

particular ancient source or forms of authority. Such claims are still an issue 

of contemporary notions, claims and forms of legitimation. They say little 

about historical truths and may have little impact on issues of continuity. 

Traditionalist values do not necessarily put a stop to changes in practice, 

knowledge and values: traditionalist discourse may mask and further rapid 

changes. Continuity in practice cannot be taken as a proof of a traditionalist 

ideology. The notion of traditional society as something standing in contrast 

to modernity and change at closer inspection turns into a dissolving specter. 

Much of the early debate on this concept within anthropology was, following 

Hobsbawm, concerned with questioning the depiction of particular practices 

as truly traditional and authentic, and others as willfully manipulated, even 

invented. Over time anthropologists have become more prone to regard all 

ideas of cultural traditions as politically informed social constructions, which 

should not be judged primarily from their truth status in relation to the past, 

but from the role they play in a contemporary context. Tradition and authen-

ticity, like modernity, are best treated as parts of the conceptual repertoire 

that people mobilize in different situations, not categories that can be validly 

used as conceptual tools for social analysis. 

Modernity in the individual’s life 

A look at ‘multiple modernities’ from the point of view of vernacular no-

tions arising in the varied contexts of mundane life will evoke other ques-

tions. What is the expected long-time direction of change at the everyday 

level? How has globalization affected views of the future in societies outside 

the economically strong ‘West’? How do people narrate their own lives in 

relation to what they think about the direction of society? As stated above, 

such views cannot be entirely separated from intellectual debates, inter alia, 

because academic debates do influence policy discourse and political rheto-

ric. Individual projections are socially mediated at face-to-face level, but 

also shaped in response to e.g. political rhetoric. Yet, it is more likely that 
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older forms of modernization theory will linger on in folk models than that 

they will be influenced by the more intricate and abstract academic argu-

ments about ‘Modernity’, causing Ferguson (1999:84) to lament in his study 

of Zambia “my informants had little hesitation in relying on the most clichéd 

dualist stereotypes of modernization theory in their understandings of urban 

life in general and of the cultural politics of rural-urban migration in particu-

lar.” One of the interesting aspects of the narratives of modernization or 

development as they used to be told was their potential to link the temporali-

ties of individual careers to the claims of modernity and development of the 

larger collective, for better or for worse. The older models may still continue 

to do so to the extent that contemporary sociological usages of ‘Modernity’ 

have distanced themselves from the vernacular uses. The processes that so-

cial scientists have identified as ‘Modernity’ may be real enough, but they 

are experienced locally in a fragmentary way, interpreted from the specific 

social and cultural context and labeled accordingly from the point of view of 

local and temporal readings of the direction of time. The time- and space-

specificity of popular models of modernity is also seldom taken in considera-

tion when social science uses the term ‘Modernity’. Such models, like the 

context and intricacies of individual self-narrating, are most usefully consid-

ered in age cohort terms, denoting groups of people whose life experience 

parallel each other both in terms of historical experience and life cycle stag-

es. In many contemporary societies there have been several waves both of 

‘sociological modernity’ and ‘vernacular modernity’, each of them display-

ing characteristics specific for a certain historical period. 

As mentioned above, one of the connotations of sociological ‘Modernity’ 

is the conceptualization by Giddens of a new situation for the individual, 

where the individual herself authors her identity and biography through a 

number of choices that will create and retain a coherent narrative. Yet, after 

all, identity is both self-chosen and ascribed by others. Subaltern challenges 

to identity labelling, for example, are usually not able to break the fetters of 

the stereotypes they question. Whatever you act out and perform, you are 

constrained in how the performance will be read and you will have to fall 

back on a socially shared system of signs, which can only slowly be turned 

over. In a competitive situation, you are dependent on the shared principles 

of rating. The predicament of the modern person in constructing a coherent 

narrative of his/her self must be judged from this vantage point. And, we 

may ask, when in 1991, Giddens wrote about Modernity and Self-Identity, 

would his analysis of the self-chosen, constantly reconstructed self be as 

relevant to the 80 year old woman born in Germany in 1911 as to the teenage 

boy born in London in 1965? Any society consists of individuals whose lives 

span very different periods, sometimes perhaps of considerable longer dura-

tion than the societal form characterized by the sociologist. The range of 

choice is therefore limited and we should neither exaggerate the broadness or 

variety of supply nor the discontinuity and independence of new lifestyle 
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models from the patterns of action, thought and value that have represented 

earlier generations. The broad options of the freely self-fashioning individual 

of the so-called period of ‘reflexive modernization’ may be spurious.  

Giddens, in his treatment of the relations between modernity and individ-

ual self-making, deals mainly with how the conditions of modernity have 

shaped the pre-conditions of self-making, not with how the societal meta-

narratives are reflected in the individual narrative. Ferguson, writing from 

Zambia of the late 1990s, offered a very different view. To Ferguson’s in-

formants, the twin myths of modernization and development had failed. 

They judged their own lives in terms of being discarded abject from pro-

gress, with little hope (and, one may presume, little room for choice). Fergu-

son in his study raised the important issue of vernacular notions of ‘modern-

ity’ or ‘development’, neglected in much of what mainstream sociologists 

wrote on ‘Modernity’ in the 1990s. Many studies of ‘Modernity’ have es-

caped the necessity to empirically approach the idea of a continuous process 

of progress that can be seen as a basic, but culturally varied assumption 

providing normative rods of evaluation for everyday life, governing individ-

ual ambitions to be recognized as valuable and up-to-date. That such bench-

marks work in varied ways is perhaps suggested in passing by Giddens 

(op.cit.:6) when he observes that “modern institutions at the same time create 

mechanisms of suppression, rather than actualization of self…‘Lifestyle’ 

refers also to decisions taken and courses of action followed under condi-

tions of severe material constraint: such lifestyle patterns may sometimes 

also involve the more or less deliberate rejection or more widely diffused 

forms of behavior and consumption.” 

While this suggestion, similar to Giddens’ general stance, suggests a pos-

sible space where the individual can opt for the attitude to take, Ferguson in 

his sharp observation of Zambia leaves little room for choice. He introduces 

a case where failure of expectations rules rather than the self-chosen rejec-

tion suggested by Giddens. Similar concerns are raised by Paul Richards in 

his writings from 1996, offering the failed promises of education in explana-

tion of the gruesome wars in Sierra Leone, where disappointed school-

leavers joined the guerilla. Rabo (1992), writing on Syria and Jordan, once 

wrote that education there was seen as both instrumental to development, a 

symptom of development, and legitimating rewards in the form of shares in 

the profits of development. Ultimately the duty of Syrian citizens was to get 

educated, and the state’s duty was to reward the individual as well as to de-

velop the country at large. Entering the jobs that become available through 

education, the individual would become part of the facade of a modern state 

and might have to adjust his or her own appearance to fit accordingly. The 

Beja office workers in the Sudan of 1989, would never appear at work in 

their immaculate white jellabiyas and clean black waistcoats, or with their 

well-groomed afro-manes decorated with a carved wooden comb: they were, 

as they said, “decently” dressed in suit and tie. In eras of quick administra-



 2 2  

tive expansion of the state and a relatively small educated population, indi-

vidual self-development lay close to societal development. In a situation of 

change perceived in terms of progress, individual careers could take the form 

of a double distinction: the person distinguished himself by inner and exter-

nal marks from his former self as well as from those who were considered to 

be left at a lower stage of civilization, modernity or development. Self-

development became not only the growth from child to adult, but from 

backward to civilized, or from rural bumpkin to cosmopolite. People’s gen-

eral interpretation of the direction of societal change, and their place in this 

change, may also shape the way they conceive of their own biographies. As 

Berger (1976:34) noted, not only did the human life course provide a meta-

phor for societal development, but the “biography of the individual, with its 

particular hopes and expectations, derived meaning from the societal pur-

pose - the individual’s own life was perceived as having the right to an ‘up-

ward and forward’ direction.” Under the ideology of development optimism, 

the individual believing in societal development could expect to be inscribed 

both in an individual career and experience societal improvement. With eco-

nomic contraction, disappointment would become all the more bitter. Even 

in the contemporary world, the myths and promises of modernization may be 

far more homogenous than the span of prospects for life and careers that real 

life offers: whether the promises will be held is a matter of empirical investi-

gation for the social scientist, as well as for the observing participant in eve-

ryday life.  

Tehran, Delhi, Salvador 

The present volume emanates from three studies of youngsters and young 

adults in three varying urban contexts in the world: in Tehran in Iran, Delhi 

in India, and Salvador in Brazil (Khosravi 2003, Favero 2005, Bartholdson 

2007). The point of departure has been that global as well as local ideas 

about modernization, traditionalism and authenticity provide paradigms for 

interpreting the development of society, but also for one’s own life. How do 

these ideas interact with a young person’s own life narrative? Do they act as 

a measuring rods or signposts for direction? 

The project “Modernities on the move”, which has resulted in three mon-

ographs and the present report, has looked at generational differences in life-

styles in three rapidly transforming countries. Even if they have large sectors 

of population with substantially lower income than most Europeans enjoy. 

Brazil, India and Iran are all modern societies in the sense of societies that 

are to a high degree in possession of modern technology and industries and 

modern systems of expertise. Modern political institutions have made vary-

ing degrees of advance and setback. The three countries are all subject to the 

spread of modern institutions and organizational forms by being linked to a 
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global order that presupposes them, in the way described by John Meyer 

(Meyer et al. 2006). They are not at all cut off from the flows of ideas asso-

ciated with the political institutions of ‘Modernity’. Even where oppression 

rules, as in Iran, democratic ideas are well known. The citizens of these 

countries have access to global flows of messages too, linking personal con-

sumption to the market of dreams, but also to parallel flows of ambivalent 

statements that concern their own places on the ranking scales of modernity 

thinking. In the cases of Brazil and India, national ambitions in the 2000s 

challenge international rankings relating to economic growth, technological 

development and industrialism in a cultural discourse suggesting outright 

competition at global arenas. 

In our work we have focused on generations of young adults that are loc-

ally seen as representing the opening of their respective cultural habitats to 

the outer world after periods of relative isolation. The people we focus on 

are active in contested fields where cultural inspirations from different 

sources meet and merge. Our research emphasizes on how their repertoires 

of identity construction are affected by social change and intensified transna-

tional contacts, and become reflected in choices of lifestyles. 

The young people that this volume is concerned with were all born in the 

1980s, in societies that lie outside the centers of Western ‘Modernity’. Today 

they are adults. In their adolescence and young adulthood they have been 

able to take part as audiences of Western messages about what is a good life, 

but also about what their own place is in an international hierarchy of value. 

They are knowledgeable both about the market of fashionable commodities 

and that of international recognition. The young men of our study all relate 

to a globalized market of recognition, but also one of potential resources 

such as international jobs, local jobs with an international touch, or interna-

tional support for local activities through the NGO world. Their rod of refer-

ence for judging their own life is global. 

For our informants, their sense of time and progress is related to the im-

portant developments of their own countries - internally and in relation to the 

global context - during their own lifespan and possibly that of their parents. 

At the moment the materials were collected the immediate process of time 

rather seemed to indicate a return to Indian traditions, when Hindu National-

ism in the version of Bharatiya Janata Party with its emphasis on roots and 

tradition was on the growth. In Iran traditionality was represented by con-

tending alternative narrative pasts, that of original Islam and of Persian gold-

en ages. The direction of progress from the period when parents were young 

to the present day was at least ambiguous. In Salvador in Brazil, becoming 

modern entailed redescribing, reinventing and reviving the past of the black 

community, a past in which the parents’ generation saw little value. 

Paolo Favero’s project examines cultural identity among young middle-

class men in New Delhi. In 1991 the Indian government officially sanctioned 

the country’s definitive entry into the global market and into a new era. This 
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study focuses on the generation that epitomizes this new era and is based on 

fieldwork among young English-speaking, educated, Delhi-based men in-

volved in occupations such as tourism, internet, multinational business, jour-

nalism and sports. These young men construct their role in society by pro-

moting themselves as brokers in the ongoing exchanges between India and 

the outer world. Despite their heterogeneous backgrounds in terms of class, 

caste and region, they can all be seen as members of the ‘middle class’, oc-

cupying a relatively privileged position in society. They consider the open-

ing of India to the global market as the key event that has made it possible 

for them to live an ‘interesting life’ and to avoid becoming ‘boring people’.  

The exploration into the life-world of these young men addressed in par-

ticular how they constructed their identities, facing the messages and images 

that they are exposed to through networks of work and leisure. Favero’s 

project focused on how experiences and self-representations are influenced 

by the actors’ involvement with international flows of images and conceptu-

alizations of cultural identity. The young people of his studies understood 

themselves and what surrounds them by invoking terms such as ‘India’ and 

‘West’, ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’. Mirroring debates on change that have 

gone on in India since colonization, they rework old discourses and give the 

quoted terms new meanings. In their usage ‘being Indian’ is turned into a 

‘global’, ‘modern’ and ‘cosmopolitan’ stance while ‘being westernized’ 

becomes a marker of ‘backwardness’ and lack of sophistication. Their expe-

riences underline the popularity of notions of ‘Indianness’ in contemporary 

metropolitan India.  

Örjan Bartholdson’s study deals with the articulation of identities of re-

sistance among Afro-Brazilian organizations in Salvador, Brazil. Networks 

of organizations, individuals, internet contacts, popular culture and transna-

tional and national media contribute to a rapid transformation of ethnic and 

racial discourses all over the world. In Brazil they contribute to shattering 

the traditional ideology of silence concerning racial distinction and discrimi-

nation. A multitude of Afro-Brazilian organizations have been founded, 

forming a broad and heterogeneous social movement. It is the grassroots 

character of many of these organizations that make them into attractive part-

ners of cooperation for international NGOs who have to live up to their own 

supporters’ expectations: in the process, a repertoire of causes which can 

effectively be summoned in order to give support are introduced. This study 

examines how notions of identity, culture and resistance are articulated and 

continuously transformed by examining the ideologies and actions of the 

activists and charismatic leaders of some of these NGOs, and how they in-

teract with development agencies and the state.  

Until recently, Afro-Brazilian culture in Brazil consisted of more or less 

unreflected practices, that is, lived reality, a way of being in and experienc-

ing the world. The new Afro-Brazilian movement has caused these unre-

flected practices to undergo a process of objectification, welding them into 
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‘culture’ an object that can be owned, displayed and represented and also 

used in order to mobilize external resources. At the same time, the practices 

and issues dealt with are adjusted to external expectations. 

The advocates of a specific Afro-Brazilian identity and culture are almost 

invariably young. The movement too is, to a large extent, a youth movement. 

The young activists of this movement are certainly affected by the lives and 

hardships of their parents’ generation. Yet the movement constitutes a rup-

ture between the generations. Older people’s discourse tends to be muted 

e.g. on the issue of the history of slavery. The activists draw eclectically on a 

large pool of national and transnational information and resources. Their 

discourse is characterized by narratives of loss, exile, slavery, violent re-

sistance, and the search for ‘tradition’ and ‘authentic’ roots. These narra-

tives, however, are not transmitted from generation to generation, but con-

structed anew. Instead of being regarded just as a social barrier, Afro-

Brazilian identity has become a symbol of modernity, a vehicle for alterna-

tive social mobility for the young activists. 

Shahram Khosravi’s work concerns the situation of young people in Iran 

under the ‘Islamic Order of Things’. The thesis concerns a battle over the 

right to identity. In the wake of the expansion of transnational connections, 

the breakdown, adaptation or reinforcement of established patterns of life 

have become topics of debate in Iran. The tension that has arisen as Iranian 

‘tradition’ has adapted to ‘modernity’ has been described in terms of a ‘cul-

tural schizophrenia’ brought on by adopting Western lifestyles and goods. 

Attempts to westernize rapidly in the 1970s were followed by efforts to 

revive the ‘'Islamic tradition’ in the 1980s. The thesis deals with what this 

implies for young urbanites. On one side are the attempts of the state to im-

pose a hegemonic Muslim identity on young people. On the other side is the 

struggle by young people to resist this subject position. Central questions 

concern the catalytic impact of transnational connections on generationally 

structured changes in lifestyle and on the struggle by young Iranians to make 

sense of their lives, despite the theocratic social order. For the members of a 

country like Iran, with a sizeable diaspora in Western countries, transnation-

al travelling and internet contacts may also imply reproducing what is sup-

pressed in the form of images of undestroyed pasts or dreamt of utopias, 

realized in the diaspora.  

The study demonstrates the tactics used by youths, involving the use of 

space, the body and ‘carnivalesque’ protest. It examines the relation between 

older patterns of culture (those of the Muslim fundamentalist rule, of the 

modernist Shah era and of Persia in the distant past) and ‘modernity’ as it is 

expressed in consumption and represented by mass media. Focus is on how 

youth culture and consumption act as catalysts for generation-specific 

changes in lifestyle and identity construction. The thesis is built on partici-

pant observation in Tehran’s shopping malls, interviews with customers and 

analysis of Iranian public debate. The text in the present volume reflects on 



 2 6  

the violent clashes in Tehran in 2009, between the authorities and youths 

longing for democratic reform. 

What can our three cases then teach us about modernity as emic and etic 

model? Although enjoying relative individual autonomy has a direct bearing 

on the everyday experience of the individual, some of the other notions 

summoned by the sociologists of ‘Modernity’ are of a too experience-

distanced nature to necessarily be of consciously reflected concern. The eve-

ryday life interpretation of modernity and the ambition to be a ‘modern’ 

person do not necessarily have any explicit reference to all those elements 

that the analysts of modernity emphasize - such as for example cartesianism, 

or an independent reflexive thinking. Instead, modernity is more closely 

associated to access to technology and modernized consumption goods and 

to democracy and the modern global flows of culture. Another issue that has 

been striking in our material - admittedly to some extent reflecting the biases 

of our selection of cases - is the extent to which globalization forms part of 

the outlook of our informants. In a world where power as well as cultural 

influence is unevenly distributed geographically, notions of modernity also 

tend to be not only temporally but also geographically structured. Not only 

may different notions be unevenly distributed, so that there are both local 

ideas and globally spread versions, but any version will also present moder-

nity as something present to a different degree in different places. Physical 

mobility may therefore, from the individual’s point of view, represent a per-

sonal move into or out of a lifestyle characterized by modernity or tradition: 

as part of an individual life career or just as a temporary sojourn of tourism. 

Yet none of our informants would judge their own spatial setting as cut off 

from the flows of modernity. 

Different from earlier generations, our informants are people who have 

direct access through media to accounts of global ranking and discourses of 

othering. They must confront how they see themselves presented and ranked. 

The identity work of young people, at the individual and collective levels, 

works within such a framework, with the inherent problems observed by 

Povinelli (2002:39): “recognition is at once a formal meconnaissance of a 

subaltern group’s being and of its being worthy of national recognition and 

at the same time, a formal moment of being inspected, examined and inves-

tigated.” The need for recognition may in itself be a sign of a subordinate 

position, as it refers to the existence of a dominant, overarching system of 

values. However, the quest for recognition is not just a matter of recuperat-

ing the recognition and self-esteem lost in a history of colonial and neocolo-

nial devaluation, by the help of a mimesis of Western attitudes or habits. 

‘Tradition’ has a place in this struggle, because claims to authenticity or 

to origins linking to imagined golden ages of past civilizations and cultural 

supremacy, provide idioms alternative to those of modernity. They can, as 

our examples amply illustrate, also equally be linked to notions of personal 

timeliness. To be well updated, you need both to be globally oriented and 
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well versed in your own traditions, true or invented. A claim to authenticity 

allows you to retain your identity and to claim distinction, while questioning 

either the temporalized hierarchy imposed by Western modernity thinking or 

more threatening claims to traditional authority, as when ancient Persian 

identity is mobilized against Muslim fundamentalism. Linking up with dis-

courses of authenticity implies claims to have exactly what also Western 

critics of modernity call for and see neglected. It is fully possible to score 

points by both responding to the challenges of modernization (for example 

with Indian technological expertise) and by participating in the internal self-

criticism of modernity. 

Baudrillard (1988:135-37) and Handler (1986:2) have argued that ‘the 

modern person’ has a typical nostalgic preoccupation with a search for what 

is authentic, untampered with and natural, which directs itself to local and 

rural modes of existence. Idealised local life in distant places (or times) is 

often made up to embody the contrast to opportunistic transitory and mobile 

aspects of modern life, which stand for venality in the name of profit rather 

than straight-backed integrity. It is contrasted with other values that the crit-

ics of enlightenment and rationality lament as lost, such as holism, harmony, 

homogeneity and coherence or human and emotional concern. An eloquent 

representative of the ideology of authenticity is for example the Canadian 

philosopher Charles Taylor (1991). The notion that rationality is central to 

‘modernity’ is essential to much anti-modernity discourse. Following a her-

itage from Romanticism, rationality is presented as inimical to authentic 

human existence, emotion, morality and ‘spirituality’.  

The hunt for a situation free from artificiality was a tendency observable 

already before the breakthrough of neo-liberal discourses in the West, but 

was given fuel by the latter’s emphasis on adaptation and flexibility in the 

face of constant risks and fluctuations. The search for authenticity is not 

necessarily a reaction only to alienation and modernity as such. Against the 

neo-liberal idea that the individual realizes himself through constant choice, 

is posited the dream of roots and permanency.  

Many new social movements have a claim to globality by their preoccu-

pation with apparently global and universal problems, such as the environ-

ment or gender issues. They extend their solidarity to people in the Third 

World, who thereby do not only become partners to the movement but also 

living symbols of the movement’s globality. The latter are made to stand for 

the negation of prevalent Western structures with all their artificiality and 

instrumentality, and often embody in a more drastic way what is perceived 

as problems shared by the movement’s followers. To turn to the exotic in 

order to find alternative utopias and models or scare images to be used in 

discussions of the society of one’s own is common. To a considerable de-

gree, these images represent turning the value load of earlier stereotypes on 

the head: what has in other periods been used as the basis for denigration, 

such as for example ‘naturalness’ is inversed as a weapon in a Rousseauan 
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charge against the ills of civilization. All of this contributes to create new 

niches, where assumed authenticity also has a market value and affects the 

self-image that the partners of international assistance get reflected to them 

through mass media and through the activities of authorities, NGOs and aid 

organizations.  

Both Ferguson’s example and the empirical cases presented in this vol-

ume, reflect situations where local definitions of modernity vary with differ-

ent generational experiences, but also have to be understood from that the 

nation’s position in a globalized system is perceived as highly relevant. 

As for vernacular ideas of modern-ness, alternative versions are always 

competing since the future is undecided: alternate versions of tradition may 

also compete, as they do in Iran in relation to the Persian and Islamic herit-

ages respectively or in Brazil in the re-evaluation of racial democracy. 

Another aspect of temporality, one angle to the post-war Western linking 

of consumerism and the idea of development needs to be spelt out. As Ray-

mond Williams (1997:185) and Baudrillard (1996:22) have observed, con-

sumer goods are bought not only for their material utility value, but for the 

connotations with which they are loaded. Fashion builds on a constant re-

charging of such symbolic content, especially in terms of the temporal con-

notations of goods as pertaining to what is coming or belonging to the times 

passé. Rather than just emphasizing free choice like the time-neutralized 

sociological concept, the vernacular concept of modernity contains a refer-

ence to fashions and to the pressure of time-specific collective opinions on 

individual options: the need for conformity to what is popularly preferred at 

a particular movement. Secondly, in the post-war period fashions were not 

just seen as forever changing, as they may still be today. Like technological 

improvements fashions were placed along a continuum of improvement and 

progress. Not only by acquiring types of goods from which one had before 

been barred, but also by swapping them for newer versions, one was suppos-

edly constantly consuming something even better. Fashion would not revert 

to that which had passed. The ideology of consumption was thus homolo-

gous to that of development. This general idea may have changed more re-

cently and altered the degree to which a developmentalist image of a history 

of unidirectional technological and economic progress resonates with public 

conceptions. The demand for a quick turnover of consumer tastes (and per-

haps the limits of creativity) provide for a recirculation of styles when it 

comes to non-technological consumer goods. The element of fashionability 

and conformity to collective options remains. Past periods and distant cul-

tures provide a repertoire of ‘non-modern’ influences, which can be drawn 

into the circulation of styles, yet new items are not necessarily seen as indi-

cators of future and persistent trends. Being up-to-date in consumption, just 

like preparedness for the market, demands a flexible perspective. On the 

other hand, consumerism has become more dominated by technology for 

personal use, where the notion of directional progress is still very prominent. 
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The connection between education, modernity and life career opportuni-

ties may appear self-evident. However, the material presented in this volume 

and the three monographs produced by the project, reminds us that there may 

also in a young person’s life exist significant pressures towards presenting 

oneself as a traditionalist or an authentic representative of a culture with 

roots in times immemorial. In a new wave of political and economic nation-

alism, such as the one India experienced in the first years of the Millennium, 

presenting oneself in terms of cultural purism may appear as a more appro-

priate form of being aligned with the time, more future oriented than to be 

simply oriented towards Western consumerism. In Bartholdson’s study of 

Brazil, niches for economic improvement or education are also formed by 

the NGO workers hunting for Afro-Brazilian authenticity, giving rise to 

seemingly contradictory tendencies, where the eclectic and cosmopolitan 

inclinations of youngsters also attracted by Western consumerism, have to be 

played down. The label of ‘Tradition’ can provide a straitjacket but also be a 

resource. Identity politics always contain a paradox where the advantages of 

a separately recognized identity have to be measured against those gained by 

the rejection of difference. The market value of such authenticity is ultimate-

ly promoted by the logics of the world of charity and intercultural solidarity, 

the internal power struggles within NGOs and their quests for popular sup-

port and financial resources in their home countries. 

The three sub-projects examine the effects of globalization and movement 

of transnational images of modernity at a local level looking at generational 

differences in lifestyles in three rapidly transforming countries, i.e. Brazil, 

Iran and India. In our work we have focused on generations of young adults 

that are locally seen as representing the opening of their respective cultural 

habitats to the outer world after periods of relative isolation. The people we 

focus on are active in contested fields where cultural inspirations from dif-

ferent sources meet and merge: unlike the Zambian ‘abjects of globalization’ 

of Ferguson’s study, they are optimistic in their struggle to relate themselves 

to the globalized flows. Our research emphasizes how their repertoires of 

identity construction are affected by social change and intensified transna-

tional contacts, and become reflected in choices of lifestyles. Common to our 

research has been the questioning of the dichotomies conventionally used 

about local changes linked to global transformation. In our fields, what is 

conceived of as modern or traditional, local or global, do not stand as oppo-

sites. Images of ‘traditionalism’ are mobilized as strong signs of being up-to-

date in the local conceptualization of modernity. Confirming the notion that 

globalization and modernization do not necessarily lead to a ‘McDonaldiza-

tion’ or Americanization of the world (Ritzer 2000, Heelas et al. 1996:10) or 

even to cultural homogenization (cf. McLuhan 1964, Jameson 1991) we 

have highlighted the importance of the analysis of local context. Our studies 

emphasize how the messages and images of global modernity do not influ-

ence all members of a specific society in the same way. Even within the 
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same society, the experience of modernity may be structured according to 

generational differences (Mannheim 1952) as well as according to gender 

and class. Modernity is a matter of experiences that vary between social 

groups and interpreted in constant negotiation between the members of a 

specific society. 

We suggest that one cannot presume to know how ‘Modernity’ and ‘tradi-

tionalism’, in terms of the scientific concepts, are locally experienced, nor 

what the corresponding popular terms imply without ethnographic evidence. 

In real life, modernity and tradition are not separate categories but engage 

each other in a dialectic process. Individual agency is important for how both 

tradition and new models offered by global modernity are mobilized, chal-

lenged or revised (cf. Luke in Heelas et al. 1996). People are active agents in 

the transformation of culture rather than passive reproducers of preconstruct-

ed cultural values. 
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Örjan Bartholdson: The Creation of Imagined 
Kingdoms: The eclectic construction of Afro-
Brazilian authenticity 

Introduction 

In anthropology, there is an increasing emphasis on the hybrid and contin-

gent nature of all forms of social and cultural constructions and boundaries. 

To the constant dismay of scholars, however, they are forced to discover 

time and again that the people they study often believe and act in ways that 

that are totally opposed to this academic conclusion. Race, ethnicity and 

culture may be arbitrary social constructions, but this fact does not weaken 

their impact. For social movements, essentialized categories and the con-

struction of clear social and cultural boundaries do not constitute unfortunate 

aberrations but are often necessary and desired ends, so as to strengthen and 

enlarge their movements, recruit new members and provide an ideology, for 

the latter to understand and identify with. This contradiction between what 

Bourdieu (1990) labels ‘the scholastic point of view’ and the logic of prac-

tice of social movements is demonstrated by the case of the Afro-Brazilian 

movement. This movement has, among other things, contributed to sharpen 

racial distinctions in Brazil and to launch a federal program of support for 

affirmative action. The movement’s objectives and acts of essentialism, 

however, go hand in hand with an eclectic appropriation of ideas that can be 

used as cultural bricks in the construction of notions of authentic Afro-

Brazilian identity and culture. 

The Afro-Brazilian grassroots organization Tambores1 is active in the pe-

riphery of Salvador city in a poor neighborhood, named São Bernardo, 

which is almost entirely inhabited by Afro-Brazilians. The residential area of 

São Bernardo is part of the Itapagipe peninsula, immediately south of the 

center of Salvador. The identity of this NGO is firmly linked to the margin-

                                                      
1 I define Tambores as a ‘grassroots organization’ for various reasons. Its members are youths 

who live in an impoverished neighborhood, the leaders are recruited from the same social 

stratum as the members, and the organization is clearly rooted in the neighborhood. Grass-

roots organizations form the base of the Afro-Brazilian movement, and provide political and 

social legitimacy, as well as ‘market value’. The leaders of Afro-Brazilian grassroots organi-

zations are almost always aware of this aspect. They naturally try to boost it as much as pos-

sible, either consciously or subconsciously. 
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alized district São Bernardo. The objective of Tambores is to engage young-

sters of the neighborhood in various cultural activities, such as music, dance, 

theater and fine arts, and to make them proudly conscious of their African 

descent. In spite of being located in a peripheral shantytown in Salvador the 

organization has succeeded in forging several connections both with activists 

and national and foreign patrons of various kinds. The members of Tam-

bores are recruited from the poor neighborhoods of the district of São Ber-

nardo, where the headquarters of the organization are located.  

In São Bernardo children and adolescents do not only work on the streets, 

but also spend much of their free time there. The street constitutes an infor-

mal playground and leisure park. Youngsters engage in several different 

activities, such as making music, using anything they can lay their hands on, 

involving themselves in capoeira fights, or just loitering about. At the begin-

ning of the 1990s, a loosely organized gang of children and adolescents in 

São Bernardo had started to play on cans and old oil drums. They hung 

around on the street corners, playing night and day. Some neighborhood 

residents complained about the noise, arguing that the youth were a disturb-

ance. 

One of the persons, who used to meet this gang of youths every day on 

his way to work, was a youth social worker, Alberto Andrade. He became 

fascinated both by their music and the energy the youngsters demonstrated. 

He defended the group against the complaints by the residents and argued 

that the music kept the youngsters away from drugs and other dangers on the 

streets. Even though Alberto was only in his early twenties, he had already 

considered forming an organization for the youths who roamed the streets in 

his residential area. 

There are two major strands in Alberto’s plans for the organization. First 

of all, he is dedicated to youth issues. As a social worker he deals on a daily 

basis with youngsters with a criminal record. Secondly, Alberto’s mother 

was a priestess, mãe-de-santo, of the Afro-Brazilian religion Candomblé, 

with her own temple (terreiro). This background, in combination with the 

growth of an Afro-Brazilian movement in Salvador, made him sensitive to 

issues relating to Afro-Brazilian identity and culture. Alberto believes that 

various forms of Afro-Brazilian cultural activities have to be the focus of the 

future organization, in order for it to contribute to development and to the 

strengthened Afro-Brazilian identity, from which he expects the youngsters 

to gain an empowering self-image, with which to encounter the future. 

Alberto struggles to maintain and enlarge his youth organization on a 

competitive arena, constituted by the Afro-Brazilian movement in Salvador. 

His major preoccupation is how to make his organization attractive enough 

to enable him to recruit an increasing number of young participants in its 

activities, and, even more importantly, to obtain funds from donors. The 

perhaps most salient characteristic of Tambores is its constant search for an 

imagined Afro-Brazilian authenticity. The primary instrument of the organi-
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zation to accomplish its objectives is to articulate and embody images, val-

ues and practices of authenticity. Its capacity to do so is also its major 

strength. A demand for authenticity creates a niche for grassroots organiza-

tions at large, and forms their principal source of attraction and support. 

The imaginations of authenticity span from ‘the real Afro-Brazilian cul-

ture’, ‘the true Afro-Brazilian music’, ‘the true representatives of the de-

scendants of the slaves and rebels’, and ‘the real shantytown dwellers’. The 

overarching objective of Tambores, as well as of many other organizations 

in the Afro-Brazilian movement, is the unveiling of an African historical, 

religious and cultural ‘authenticity’, in order to try to construct a future 

founded upon these authentic building blocks (e.g. Fry 2005, Segato 1998). 

This implies a turn to imagined origins for the purpose of securing a desired 

future. Tambores’ search for African authenticity is accomplished through 

an eclectic appropriation of ideas, strategies and practices. During my stay at 

Tambores I would discover that Alberto possesses an immense capacity for 

incorporating notions from almost every kind of source into his particular 

visions of Afro-Brazilian culture, identity and consciousness (conciença 

negra). The core of this culture and identity is the legacy of slavery and rac-

ial discrimination, which structures all other material of information that he 

and the other leaders appropriate. 

Alberto’s emphasis on African cultural authenticity is not due to any lack 

of interest in other societies or cultures. His openness and eclecticism had 

developed in spite of having grown up in a suburban shantytown of Salva-

dor, where he was quite isolated from people from other regions and coun-

tries during his childhood. Let me take one telling example of his capacity 

for incorporating various ideas into his imagination and for innovative inter-

pretation. 

We used to engage in conversations about the Afro-Brazilian religion 

Candomblé. At one such occasion, Alberto was sitting behind his desk, 

checking through his papers, when he suddenly looked up and started one of 

his frequent monologues, making some rather surprising analyses and com-

parisons. 
“One of the great tragedies of the Negros in this country is the well spread 

belief in Catholicism. This religion has functioned as a tool of the colonialists 
to subjugate the slave population, and it has continued to fill this role. If we 
would have been colonized by people who were Protestants, at least, we 
would have been better at climbing socially, at competing with the white elite. 
But Catholicism is a religion for losers. Look at the Portuguese. They were 
never able to use the profits from this colony in a successful way; in fact their 
country has been plagued by misery.”  

He suddenly looked straight at me. “But you are victims of the same 

problem, of course.” I asked him what he meant by this. 
“Well, you have abandoned your Asa gods and imported an alien religion, 

which probably fits you quite badly. You should have held on to the Asa gods. 
It is interesting to note that the Asa gods and our orixás (Afro-Brazilian dei-
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ties) have so many similarities. The Asa gods are tricksters just like the orixás 
and harmonize with nature.” 

I was astonished; I had no idea that Alberto had any knowledge of the 

Asa gods. I asked him how he knew about them. 

Alberto looked mockingly at me. ”Don’t you think I can read?” he asked. 

I replied that I of course knew this, but still wondered why it was that he had 

read about the Asa gods. 

He walked across the room and grabbed a shabby paperback from a shelf. 

Without a word he handed me the book. It was Eaters of the Dead by best-

selling author Michael Crichton. 
“Someone lent me this novel after I had seen the film, The 13

th
 warrior, 

starring Antonio Banderas. It was based on this novel. In the novel you have 
this Arab prince joining up with a gang of Vikings, in order to liberate their 
homeland from monsters that kill and eat everything in their path. It is not a 
very good film, the novel is better. But the really interesting thing was the de-
scriptions of the Asa gods. Maybe this explains the Swedish fascination with 
Candomblé.” 

Alberto was silent for a moment, he then said:  
“The religious background of people in Sweden would probably facilitate a 

tour which demonstrated and explained Candomblé to your compatriots.” 

This short dialogue demonstrates many things. Alberto starts out by argu-

ing that Catholicism was used as a tool by the Portuguese colonialists, in 

order to be able to dominate the slaves. He also depreciates the properties 

inherent in Catholicism. These claims are similar to the arguments made by 

Gilberto Freyre in his classic study of the institution of slavery and domina-

tion, A Casa grande e Senzala (1966). Alberto regards Protestantism as a 

more efficient religion for self-achievement than Catholicism. His opinion 

on this matter has a faint, yet recognizable, connection to Max Weber’s 

(1971) argument in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Alber-

to claimed that he had never read any work by these classic scholars. He 

engages in constant dialogue (and monologue) with a huge spectrum of peo-

ple, encompassing various nationalities, ethnic groups, raças, and all classes. 

Alberto may partake in a continuous process of eclectic appropriation of 

notions and ideas, but he incorporates these elements in a narrative whose 

overall vision and plot were discernible already when he founded Tambores 

a decade ago. 

The tension between cosmopolitan openness and 
essentialized closure 

However, Alberto’s monologue also demonstrates a paradoxical tension 

between cosmopolitan openness to other cultural notions and symbols, and 

his frame of interpretation in which ‘authenticity’ is always given priority. 

This tension delineates the boundaries, which constrain what he can say and 
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do, and is the product both of his own needs and the expectations held by 

other people.  

 Alberto Andrade has visited Europe eight times so far. Apart from these 

visits, he has also visited Cuba and Mozambique, and he has a son with a 

German woman, whom he used to live with for several years. As leader for 

the grassroots NGO Tambores, he is used to negotiate about funding with 

donor representatives from a wide array of countries. Almost every week he 

welcomes foreign visitors to his organization. During these negotiations and 

visits, he demonstrates great skill when it comes to interpret the visitors’ 

behavior and speech. In one sense, at least, he thus embodies the spirit which 

Hannerz (1996:103) has chosen to label ‘cosmopolitan’, arguing that this 

state both implies a competence to interact with other cultures and a willing-

ness to engage with the Other. On the other hand, Alberto could not be fur-

ther away from Hannerz’ definition of a ‘true’ cosmopolitan. According to 

Hannerz (op.cit.: 104-105), cosmopolitans want to participate and immerse 

themselves in other cultures, while they at the same time tend to never en-

gage themselves fully in an alien culture (nor, I would say, in their own). 

Hannerz’ definition of cosmopolitanism is similar to that of Appiah (2007), 

who describes a cosmopolitan way of being as one, which allows us both to 

be citizens of the world with universal values, yet at the same time preserve 

and mutually respect what makes us different from each other. 

Alberto, however, was not able to partake in the cultures of the countries 

he visited in the aforementioned ‘cosmopolitan’ manner. Every time I met 

him in Europe, where he was representing his organization and taking care 

of the young musicians of Tambores when the latters were on tour, he would 

stick to his meal of meat, rice and black beans, the most traditional of dishes 

among low-income Brazilians. All activities that he participated in were 

entirely focused on emphasizing either his own organization or the Afro-

Brazilian movement at large. If and when he was invited to observe any for-

eign cultural artifact or custom, he almost always placed it into a context 

referring to an Afro-Brazilian political and cultural framework. 

While being and acting cosmopolitan is valued highly by educated West-

ern liberal middle-class persons (cf. Eagleton 2009), Alberto’s capacity to 

attract followers and donors to his organization partly rests on being per-

ceived as ‘an authentic’ Afro-Brazilian. Would he abandon his essentialized 

Afro-Brazilian identity and behavior, he would risk both his ontological 

raison d’être and his charismatic image among followers and donors, and 

jeopardize his livelihood. To be able to live in a cosmopolitan way requires a 

lightness of being, a distance from material scarcity and the constraints of 

ascribed ethnicity or race. The cosmopolitanism, which Hannerz and Appiah 

delineate, is a liberal ideal. It is the prerogative of people who belong to 

privileged and affluent strata. It is a luxury, which only those who are not 

constrained economically, socially and politically can afford. 
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To create alliances and networks is crucial for survival in a harsh econom-

ic and social environment. There are numerous ways to forge imagined soc-

ial bonds among people, but they are mostly based on notions of class, eth-

nicity, and, less widely spread, race. The recruitment to the Brazilian upper 

echelon of society has traditionally been based on class; with a relatively 

limited group of people, often with large landholdings, intermarrying and 

forging alliances. Whiteness has been an indication that a person belongs to 

the influential class. Perceived race has formed a dividing line between the 

potential elite and the popular classes (Twine 1998). The Afro-Brazilian 

population has also been internally divided according to class, with the soc-

ial classification of distinct shades of skin color signifying steps on the class 

ladder. Phenotypic distinctions mark boundaries between classes, but the 

only insurmountable social boundary has been drawn between those regard-

ed as whites and non-whites (Fry 2005). 

The social alliances of the Afro-Brazilian population since abolition have 

been forged between kin and work mates as well as in religious communi-

ties. More seldom have they been explicitly based on ethnicity or assumed 

racial distinctions (cf. Sansone 2003, Andrews 2004). The process of form-

ing alliances has been open indeed; including both horizontal and vertical 

relations of various forms. 

During the last decades, members of the Afro-Brazilian movement have 

been trying to introduce and strengthen bonds based on ethnicity and race. 

Nonetheless they have continued to maintain eclecticism when it comes to 

the actual processes of social interaction and in the recruitment of members 

to Afro-Brazilian organizations. Tambores exemplifies this process. 

Alberto’s open way of interacting with people from all forms of back-

grounds, ethnicities and classes, and his eclectic propensity to appropriate 

and elaborate all forms of tropes, symbols and notions definitely have a 

cosmopolitan flavor. At the same time, these practices are deeply interwoven 

with how he formulates his essentializing notions of Afro-Brazilian identity 

and culture. Spivak (1995) argues that oppressed groups often have to de-

ploy a form of ‘strategic essentialism’ so as to forge a temporary unity, cap-

able of collective action. Yet the term ‘strategic’ connotes a discursive con-

sciousness, which I believe misses the practical logic of essentialism, which 

is of a much more ontological nature. The upbringing of Alberto and other 

Afro-Brazilians in a social environment based on deep gaps between classes, 

where they constantly experience how class and skin color coincide, make 

them internalize essentializing notions of poverty, injustice and structural 

gaps between people, long before they are able to formulate them orally. 

People able to disengage themselves from their specific societies and cul-

tures often belong to a stratum of privileged liberal travelers, who can afford 

to demonstrate ‘tolerance’ and openness (cf. Zizek 2010) in their travelling. 

Such people constitute a very small category, compared to the large mass of 

mobile people in the world, consisting mainly of migrants and refugees, who 
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constantly cross geographical and conceptual borders, struggling to survive 

and constructing meaning out of contradictory and constantly changing life 

situations. 

The Afro-Brazilian movement’s striving for a bounded and demarcated 

identity and culture stands in distinct contrast to the contemporary liberal 

emphasis on the historically and socially contingent and hybrid nature of all 

forms of social and cultural constructions and boundaries.  

This does not mean, however, that this and other movements display a 

lesser degree of intellectual reflexivity than liberal scholars do, merely that 

the objectives and logic of practice of the activists differ entirely from those 

of these scholars. In practice, however, Afro-Brazilian activists are as cos-

mopolitan and prone to engage with the Other as their liberal counterparts 

are. Their struggle to convince colored Brazilians that the latter should iden-

tify as Negros to recruit followers and donors, and to construct a distinct 

Afro-Brazilian culture, force them to discursively express values and notions 

that often are contradicted in practice by their way of acting. 

Many of the activists of the Afro-Brazilian movement are amazingly geo-

graphically mobile, in spite of being economically and socially marginalized. 

They frequently interact with visitors of all kinds, such as international activ-

ists, volunteers, donors, tourists, musicians, and religious seekers. On the 

one hand, the activists have to be able to transcend social and cultural dis-

tinctions, in order to be able to communicate with the visitor and to forge 

national and transnational networks of support. On the other, the overwhelm-

ing majority of these visitors will be searching for various forms of ‘true’ 

Afro-Brazilian culture. The attraction of the Afro-Brazilian organizations 

thus depends on their ability to market notions and acts of authenticity. 

Many members of Afro-Brazilian organizations from all social levels go 

abroad to promote their organizations, the objectives of the organization and 

often also themselves as individuals. In one sense, these activists display all 

the characteristics of cosmopolitans. They move quite effortlessly in new 

social and cultural habitats, communicating skillfully and respectfully with 

people from diverse settings. 

They can never become cosmopolitans in Hannerz’ and Appiah’s sense of 

the word, however, since their mission is not only to convey notions of Afro-

Brazilian culture, but to embody those very notions. If these activists would 

start to question the identity and the notions of Afro-Brazilian culture they 

are supposed to represent, they would jeopardize the future both of them-

selves and of their organization. These activists could be regarded as sales-

men and women of a particular essentialized way of being, thus fulfilling the 

expectations of the Other, which their hosts and their audience have. Never-

theless, there is no major division between being on stage and off stage, in 

Goffman’s (1959) sense of the word; the habitus of the Afro-Brazilian activ-

ists is continuously adjusted to the transnational field of ‘Black Atlantic’. 
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Charles Tilly (1998) argues that minority groups are often held together 

both by being excluded socially by dominant groups of societies and by con-

structing their own social boundaries, through intra-ethnic alliances and re-

ciprocal networks. The Afro-Brazilian activists too are subjected to such a 

dual power-field, constructed both by their own objectives and the gaze and 

expectation of donors and other supporters.  

The boom of social movements 

Statistical comparison of ‘racial’ differences in the United States and Brazil 

demonstrates that socioeconomic gaps between people with African and 

European origin are wider in Brazil than in the United States. Yet throughout 

the 20
th
 century, scholars have time and again argued that the Afro-Brazilian 

population seldom interprets their inferior position in ethnic or racial terms, 

but rather through class (Andrews 1991). The ethnic/racial discrimination is 

supposed to have been concealed by an ideology of almost doxic nature, 

labeled ‘racial democracy’ (Twine 1998, Degler 1971). According to this 

ideology, endorsed by conservative politicians, the gradual result of misce-

genation during the period of slavery turned Brazil into a society devoid of 

racial categorization and discrimination. After the abolishment of slavery, 

attempts at ethnic mobilization were obstructed by an individualization of 

racial/ethnic discrimination, and by a widespread tacit collective shame con-

nected to discussions about racial issues, such as discrimination and the her-

itage of slavery (Sheriff 2000, Degler 1971). There was a belief that in Bra-

zil, social and economic mobility made it possible to renegotiate one’s racial 

categorization. 

The gradual dismantling of the Brazilian military dictatorship in the 

1980s, however, let the genie out of the bottle. A formidable explosion of 

newborn social movements and organizations occurred. The ideology of 

racial democracy was shattered both from above and below (Htun 2004). A 

multitude of Afro-Brazilian organizations were founded, building up to a 

broad social movement. The young activists of this movement are certainly 

affected by the lives and hardships of their parents’ generation, but the 

movement has also signified a rupture between generations. The young Af-

ro-Brazilian generation reinterprets traditions and practices so that they fit 

the new narratives of Afro-Brazilian identity and emancipation that are 

formed. The activists draw elements from a large pool of national and trans-

national sources: such as the music they listen to, internet, their exchanges 

with activists from other organizations and foreigners of all kind. They use 

these elements as bricks in narratives, where the traditional meaning and 

values of racial and ethnic identities, practices and aesthetics are inverted. In 

his famous example of the bricoleur, Levi-Strauss (1966) discusses how the 

cultural imaginations of actors, no matter in what society they may live, are 
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constrained by the ideas and objects that they have access to. He shows how 

in this way the cultural reflections of people who have been regarded as 

primitive are as advanced as such reflections in industrialized countries. 

However, does not the contemporary increase of access to texts, artifacts of 

all kinds, images, etc. open up a new world of potential reflection and inter-

pretation, transcending the constraints of relative cultural and ideological 

isolation? Ricoeur (2008) has shown the importance of written texts, com-

pared to contexts of mere oral interlocution. Texts can become disconnected 

from the author’s intentions and open up to multiple readings, greatly ex-

panding the terms, tropes, concepts and interpretations available to the po-

tential reader. The texts enable the reader to achieve a critical distance to-

wards the cultural and ideological webs of meaning, which entangle him/her. 

Ricoeur explicitly focuses on the role of written texts, but all forms of crea-

tion that are separated from their producer by time may be subjected to such 

recycling. This also goes for e.g. films, theater, music and rituals. The de-

mise of the military regime broke down the political, social and cultural iso-

lation of Brazil, and enabled the Afro-Brazilian activists to reinterpret their 

past through the lenses of new media that now had become accessible. The 

past is part of the scaffold used to construct the present and envision the 

future. The assemblage of new words, tropes and symbols are not forged 

together in a random fashion, but reshaped into narratives, structured by the 

experiences of the activists themselves and of their ancestors, and by the 

racial discourse of the society where they have grown up. 

The links between Tambores and Candomblé 

Alberto’s cosmopolitan way of acting and his notions of authentic Afro-

Brazilian culture and identity, emanate in a significant way from his experi-

ences of the Afro-Brazilian religion Candomblé. Such experiences are com-

mon among many of the prominent Afro-Brazilian leaders, such as, for ex-

ample, the legendary Vovô, who is in charge of the organization Ilê Ayiê. 

Alberto’s mother was a priestess, mãe-de-santo, of the Afro-Brazilian reli-

gion Candomblé, with her own temple (terreiro). Alberto and his brothers 

and sisters interacted with the members of the terreiros almost every day. 

They grew up listening to endless discussions of the practicalities surround-

ing the Candomblé ceremonies, and they often formed part of the audience at 

the sessions. Alberto’s family was unusual in the sense that Alberto’s moth-

er, Carla, was also the more dominating parent in the public sphere, not the 

father. She was more extrovert than her husband, better known than him in 

the neighborhood, and had more social prestige than he had. 

Alberto states that his parents did not explicitly discuss questions of racial 

or ethnic distinction or discrimination during his childhood. His mother was 

very proud of being a Candomblé priestess. In the social field of Candomblé, 
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her (real and imagined) African heritage was a source of both pride and be-

longing. Candomblé is open to all classes, ethnic groups and raças. Yet, the 

leadership of the terreiros is overwhelmingly dominated by Afro-Brazilians, 

at least in Salvador. A majority of the leaders of the most prestigious ter-

reiros belong to the current of Candomblé that refutes syncretistic and eclec-

tic notions and expresses a longing for authenticity. Notions and rituals are 

believed to be exact replicas of ideas and ceremonies found in West Africa, 

at the time that their enslaved ancestors were brought to Brazil. Leaders of-

ten cite their line of descent to Africa. 

The religious temples of Candomblé, just like centers of Afro-Brazilian 

music and of the martial art capoeira, are spaces where the common practice 

of trying to advance socially by appearing as white as possible and the feel-

ing of shame of one’s African descent, are turned upside down (cf. Álvarez 

2004, Dantas 1988). The pride and sense of belonging to an African-based 

tradition has probably a long history, ever since Candomblé was practiced 

clandestinely during slavery (e.g. Harding 2000). There is reason to believe 

that niches of Brazilian (Bahian) society where prestige and success have not 

been linked to the denial of one’s African heritage have always existed.2 

There is, however, a scarcity of anthropological studies of such niches, 

where you can find a positive attribution to African heritage. The focus of 

social and historical research has instead been on the majority of Afro-

Brazilians, who seek social mobility by downplaying their African heritage 

to renegotiate their phenotypic categorization (e.g. Sheriff 2001, Twine 

1998, Fernandes 1978, Skidmore 1974, Degler 1971, Harris 1964). Alberto’s 

mother may not have talked about raça, but the legacy of African heritage 

and culture nevertheless played an important part in the rituals enacted at her 

terreiro. Salvadoran notions of ‘raça’ do not simply rest on assumptions 

about racial essence, but also involve cultural practices believed to be of 

African origin. One of the most important parts of Candomblé is the focus 

on bodily hexis; bodily styles reflecting the devotees’ incorporation of Afro-

Brazilian deities, orixás (Agier 1998, Hale 1997, Sjörslev 1995). Every state 

                                                      
2 One such niche was definitely Candomblé, which is vividly described by scholars such as 

Alvarez (2004), Harding (2000), Matory (2005) and Bastide (1978). Another niche was the 

martial art capoeira, where mastery and African heritage was interwoven long before aboli-

tion. The authorities tried to clamp down on its practitioners time and again during the nine-

teenth century. Yet black mestres, that is leaders of capoeira groups, would often defy the 

authorities publicly and demonstrate capoeira in front of official parades, celebrating the state 

and the army. The capoeiristas were both feared and envied. During the war against Paraguay 

1865-70, many were recruited to the army. The myths and legends of great practitioners 

spread in the entire Brazilian society, and aroused popular admiration, regardless of whether 

they were black or white (Chvaicer 2002). For further discussion of the social prestige linked 

to African descent in Candomblé, see Alvarez and Edfeldt (2007), Alvarez (2004), and John-

son (2002). 
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of trance is also seen as a collective and implicit manifestation of the power 

of African culture. 

The inclusion of persons of other raças in the cult of the deities puts fur-

ther emphasis on the fact that Candomblé is a sphere where hierarchic racial 

and ethnic notions of culture and heritage are inverted, compared to Brazili-

an mainstream society. Membership in a terreiro is expressed through prac-

tice and rituals and, not least, by loyalty to the priest or priestess of the ter-

reiro. Inside Candomblé, the boundaries of Afro-Brazilianness are open. 

There is no evidence of differences in the terreiros in the treatment of per-

sons of different raças and ethnic groups receive (Alvarez 2004, Agier 1998, 

Cuesta 1997). Alberto was deeply influenced both by the legacy of imagina-

tions of ‘African authenticity’ and the openness of his mother’s terreiros 

since his early childhood. The important thing in Candomblé is to have the 

gift to be able to receive the orixás, but this skill is not linked to raça. “I 

guess that living at my mother’s terreiro taught me that no one should be 

excluded because of his or her raça,” he told me. 

The combination of an orientation to African heritage with an openness to 

all racial categories that was integral to his mother’s terreiro appears to be 

reproduced in all projects Alberto is engaged in. When Alberto founded 

Tambores, the Afro-Brazilian organization Ilê Ayiê functioned as a role 

model for his organization. Ilê Ayiê (Yoruba for ‘House of Blacks’) was 

originally founded in 1974. Its aim was to “expand and preserve Afro culture 

in Brazil” (Strickland 2002:36). Just like Tambores, it was rooted in a poor 

district in Bahia, where the overwhelming majority of the population is Af-

ro-Brazilian. Ilê Ayiê is run by an autocratic leader, Antônio Carlos dos San-

tos, more commonly known by his nickname, Vovô. Aspects of Candomblé 

are even more integrated in Ilê Ayiê than in Tambores. Vovô’s mother was 

the renowned Candomblé priestess, mãe Hilda. She used to be a member of 

the organization’s board, appointed as coordinator of operations, and the 

school which Ilê Ayiê runs is named after her (Afolabi 2001). Ilê Ayiê does 

not allow white membership. An Afro-Brazilian female friend of mine, who 

used to belong to the organization, was harshly criticized for falling in love 

with a white man. Even though Alberto appears to be very fascinated by Ilê 

Ayiê, he also explicitly distances himself from that organization’s practice of 

excluding people with a white skin complexion. According to Arany dos 

Santos, former member of the board of Ilê Ayiê, this policy was much harder 

in the 1970s, when even light-skinned Afro-Brazilians could be prevented 

from joining. 

There is yet another characteristic of the terreiros, apart from their racial/ 

ethnic openness, which may have influenced Alberto, when he formed his 

youth club Tambores. The terreiros are often open to everyone that accepts 

their rules and norms. Yet they are also authoritarian, or to be more precise, 

their leaders try to exert absolute control (e.g. Cuesta 1997, Sjörslev 1995). 

The disciples, who belong to a specific terreiro, are subjugated to its leader. 
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The nature of this subjugation varies depending on the position of the disci-

ples and on how long they have been members (Alvarez and Edfeldt 2007: 

11-12). The leader’s relation to most of the devotees could perhaps best be 

described as analogous to that of a parent to his/her children. Just as the chil-

dren’s positions vary due to age and influence, so do the positions of the 

disciples. While gender does not seem to play a decisive role in the defini-

tion of one’s position, the most prestigious Candomblé-temples in Salvador 

are run by women and it is mainly women who hold important positions 

inside the temples (Crispim 2010, Alvarez and Edfeldt 2004). However, 

those persons who have the lowest and most dependent positions in the ter-

reiros also appear to be females (Cuesta 1997).3 

The fault lines in the Afro-Brazilian movement 

The rain was falling hard, turning the lawn of the courtyard in front of Tam-

bores’ premises into a large mud puddle. Edvaldo is an Afro-Brazilian in his 

late teens. He is second in command in Tambores and has succeeded in gain-

ing this position after being one of the members of the organization for some 

years. I was telling Edvaldo about a discussion I had had two days before 

with Luiz Alberto, the leader of the Afro-Brazilian umbrella organization, O 

Movimento Negro Unificado. Luiz Alberto had been a deputy candidate for 

congress during the election in 1998, running for the socialist party Partido 

dos Trabalhadores. However, he did not get elected. I found this remarkable, 

since Luiz Alberto was a candidate for Bahia. This city has the largest pro-

portion of Afro-Brazilian voters in entire Brazil. His electoral failure seemed 

to prove that Afro-Brazilians did not consider racial/ethnic membership to be 

a decisive factor of selecting a candidate. We had taken shelter in small 

room, where the children of Tambores used to make papier-mâché, but at 

that time there were no activities going on. I told him that I had met with 

Denise, an Afro-Brazilian activist, the day before. She had told me that she 

had not voted for Alberto. “I wanted to vote for him with my heart, but my 

head told me to cast my vote in a way that mattered,” she argued. It turned 

out that for her the term ‘mattered’ meant voting for a white, elite candidate 

who she believed had a greater chance of achieving economic growth for the 

                                                      
3 For example, in a terreiro that I used to visit regularly, a nineteen year-old girl was a disci-

ple, a filha do santo. She had been adopted by the mãe-do-santo of the terreiro, according to 

the system of filho da criação. Her biological mother was poor and single. The adoption could 

clearly be advantageous for the girl. She bitterly complained to me, however, that she was 

secluded and treated harshly in the house of the priestess. My friends in the neighborhood 

confirmed her situation, but argued that this was to her benefit. Otherwise, they said, the girl 

would be roaming the streets and probably get pregnant, without being able to care for herself 

and her baby. As a member of a terreiro she had the possibility to gain power and influence. 

In the end, if she acted strategically, she could even be able to found her own terreiro. 
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state of Bahia. Edvaldo rejected her argument, saying that she acted exactly 

as the white political elite wanted os Negros to act. 

Nancy Scheper-Hughes (1992:473-474) observed that many impover-

ished residents of the shantytown, which she studied in Northeastern Brazil, 

Alto do Cruzeiro, preferred to vote for presidential candidates with whom 

they could not identify. They used the same kind of reasoning as Denise, 

arguing that they had to vote for a candidate they credited with access to 

halls of power and influence. Candidates from low-income groups were be-

lieved to lack the necessary resources and social contacts to be able to make 

deep economic and social reforms. Class and influence were also linked to 

perceived attractiveness. Or as Biu, an impoverished mother from Alto do 

Cruzeiro, argued: “Lula is too much like us: weak and defective (referring to 

his injured fingers), and his speech is rough, not beautiful.” Biu then drew 

large imaginary circles around her underarms, trying to demonstrate how 

Lula sweats and leaves stains on his shirts. The observations Scheper-

Hughes made in Alto do Cruzeiro coincided to a large degree with my own 

observations of the Afro-Brazilian residents in the shantytowns in Salvador, 

and with the arguments from the young Afro-Brazilian activists, such as 

Alberto and Edvaldo. 

“So then you voted for Luiz Alberto yourself,” I asked Edvaldo. He react-

ed angrily. “Why should I?” he remarked rhetorically. “Because he is a radi-

cal Afro-Brazilian, who, at the same time, is the leader of the Afro-Brazilian 

umbrella organization Movimento Negro Unificado,” I stated. Edvaldo re-

torted: “Has he ever walked with his expensive, fine-polished shoes in the 

mud here, at the center of Tambores? Has he taken the bus out to the periph-

ery of the city, and tried to find his way among the shacks of our streets? I 

believe that you have a larger alma de negros (Afro-Brazilian spirit) than he 

has. You may be white, but you come here without complaining of the mud 

or the poverty, to engage in our cause.” Luiz Alberto does in fact come from 

humble origins. For Edvaldo, however, he represented the large gaps of class 

that traditionally divide the leading politicians from the poor sector of the 

Brazilian population. Most of the Afro-Brazilian grassroots activists, whom I 

spoke to, seemed to mainly regard the Movimento Negro Unificado as an 

organization of middle-class blacks, which did not represent Afro-Brazilians 

at large. 

The interaction between Brazilian and international 
discourses of race 

Social movements are often forged by notions of collective identity which 

form transnational imaginary communities of various kinds (Anderson 

1983), such as Paul Gilroy’s (1993) The Black Atlantic. Gilroy uses the term 
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in order to describe an ‘imagined community’ of the black Diaspora, dis-

persed throughout the regions bordering to the Atlantic.4 This community is 

said to be linked together by narratives of a common history of slavery and 

by continuing suffering and social and economic marginalization. Symbols 

of the past are constantly rearticulated in order to interpret the present situa-

tion and to envision the future. In the imagined community of the Black At-

lantic, the creolization, hybridity, perceived rootlessness and relative power-

lessness of contemporary existence is contrasted to a mythical Africa that 

stands for everything that is believed to redeem the Afro-Diaspora: authen-

ticity, purity and a sense of belonging (e.g. Gilroy 1993, Mann and Bay 

2001).  

 Even though Brazil’s Afro-Diaspora is the largest of all the Afro-

Diasporas in the world, it has nevertheless itself not fulfilled a particular 

politically important role in the international black movement (e.g. Hanchard 

1994). Rather, it is on the recipient side of the ideas and values, circulating 

in this movement. There is a constant search inside the Afro-Brazilian social 

movement for symbols and attributes, which could contribute to the process 

of mobilization. Afro-Brazilian striving for a collective and coherent identity 

has initially focused on cultural aspects. The lack of common identification 

among Afro-Brazilians has always been regarded as a deficiency by black 

activists (Sansone 2003). Almost every aspect of the everyday life of the city 

of Salvador has been permeated with Afro-Brazilian culture. Yet, to the dis-

may of the activists, this culture has not made many footprints in the politi-

cal sphere. 

 The Afro-Brazilian movement has been considered as somewhat back-

ward by its African-American counterparts. From the 1970s and on, a num-

ber of studies have been produced to demonstrate that Brazil is in fact a 

highly racially discriminating society, where explicit racial interpretation of 

everyday events has been consciously or subconsciously avoided (e.g. Sher-

iff 2001, Bacelar 2001, Caldeira 2000, Guimarães 1998, Castro and Sá Bar-

reta 1998, Hasenbalg and Silva 1993, Hasenbalg 1979). As argued, all social 

and economic indicators have seemed to demonstrate that the differences 

between the white and black segments of the population are larger than in 

the United States (Andrews 1991). Yet the Afro-Brazilian population would 

not rally around ethnicity and race, to the disappointment of the Afro-

Brazilian activists. 

 These activists, belonging to grassroots level as well as middle class-run 

organizations, anxiously seek for every instrument that can make the Afro-

Brazilian population perceive of themselves as a coherent social category, 

and enable them to be mobilized by ethnic and racial rhetoric and symbols. 

Logically, the search for authentic symbols of imagined African culture, 

                                                      
4 Robert Farris Thompson (1983) appears to have been the first person who used the term 

‘Black Atlantic’, but it has been appropriated and re-interpreted by Paul Gilroy. 
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victimhood and rebellion has greatly accelerated during the last decade (Fry 

2005). Reinterpretation of the history of the Afro-Brazilians has functioned 

as such a tool of mobilization. In the new narrative, the blacks are both re-

garded as victims of slavery and as fierce rebels.
5
 Already in the beginning 

of the 20
th
 century it was reported that there were villages of Afro-Brazilian 

subsistence farmers, who maintained large parts of Afro-Brazilian culture 

and who ritually reenacted clashes between maroons and the Portuguese 

Crown (Ramos 1941-42, quoted in Conrad 1983:377-379). It was argued 

that some of these villages, so called quilombos, consisted of descendants of 

marooned slaves, who had succeeded in living in relative autonomy from the 

external society ever since they escaped from the slaveholders, (e.g. 

Schwartz 1992). The number of villages categorized as quilombos increased 

almost exponentially during the first years of the third millennium, both be-

cause of increased demand for ‘authentic’ Afro-Brazilian culture among 

activists and because of growing ambitions among the alleged quilombo-

inhabitants to improve their social status. The aspiration for land and re-

sources demonstrated by particular villages is reinterpreted both by activists 

and peasants as part of a national drama of colonization, oppression and 

ethnic rebellion.
6
 This is an example of what Tambiah (1996) labels ‘trans-

valuation’. Particular interests and disputes are symbolically inserted into 

wider social and political dramas. Such processes of transvaluation occur 

both on a national and transnational scale. 

The process of highlighting historic ‘authenticity’, victimhood and rebel-

lion is largely an internal affair in Brazil, but the young black activists can 

search eclectically anywhere for sources that can help them to articulate their 

cause. According to Gilroy, the overarching imagined Afro-Diaspora com-

munity shares a common discourse and frame of interpretation. Neverthe-

less, this imagined community provides a niche for a range of stakeholders 

who both collaborate and compete for dominance within the community, 

launching contesting frames of interpretation. This struggle for dominance 

does not necessarily have to appear as a fight, nor do the contestants have to 

regard it as such. 

                                                      
5 A main victory was achieved in 1995 when the supposed day of the assassination of the last 

king of the maroon society Palmares was elevated to the status of a holiday. Palmares, which 

existed during most of the 17th century, was the most famous of all of Brazil’s colonial ma-

roon societies (Schwartz 1992). It had consisted of a number of villages of ex-slaves and 

small populations of whites and Indians, which made up a political unit, ruled by a common 

king. Palmares was the ideal symbolic representation of the Afro-Brazilian population. It 

stood for the inhumanity of slavery and colonial repression, for successful rebellion, as well 

as for links back to a mythical Africa. This link was particularly well expressed through the 

community’s political system. For a romanticized version of the Palmares as a representation 

of ‘Africa’, challenging the oppressive colonial system of the Portuguese see Galeano (2005). 
6 The so called quilombos were guaranteed right to their traditional territory in the constitu-

tion of 1988, which further may have increased the attractiveness to label villages quilombos. 
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The specific forms of Afro-Brazilian authenticity 

Notions of African authenticity constitute a central part of the Afro-Brazilian 

movement. These notions are particularly focused on the maintenance of 

various forms of African culture and the legacy of slavery and racial dis-

crimination, which structures aims and practices. Symbols of the past are 

constantly rearticulated in order to interpret the present situation and to envi-

sion the future. On a superficial level, Tambores thus corresponds to Gil-

roy’s overarching ideological framework of ‘The black Atlantic’. According 

to him, the memory of slavery is transmitted from generation to generation; a 

memory permeated by feelings of victimhood. He goes on to argue that the 

black populations have been almost obsessed with questions of origin. Myths 

about the past have often provided a shelter from forces threatening the rac-

ial communities. However, Gilroy asserts, when young activists try to up-

grade tradition in order to forge black communities and fight oppression of 

various kind in the era of late modernity, they have to transform the sense of 

victimhood for racial pride and agency. Tradition has to be cleansed of the 

memory of slavery, the strongest symbol of victimhood. 

Afro-Brazilian organizations in Salvador do definitely not correspond to 

this pattern. Few of my informants recall having heard their parents or other 

relatives discuss the period of slavery during their childhood. On the contra-

ry, it has often been the young activists that have taken up the discussion of 

slavery and modern forms of racial discrimination with their parents. The 

second-in-command of Tambores, Edvaldo, grew up in a small village close 

to Salvador, where all inhabitants are descendants of slaves, who labored on 

a sugar cane mansion, located in the very center of the present village. Yet 

the inhabitants were oblivious of their own historical background. Questions 

of slavery, ethnicity and race were seldom if ever mentioned among the old-

er generation. “I remember coming home to my mum one day, looking her 

straight into the eyes, and saying: You are a negra, and I am a negro… Now, 

after many years of discussion, she too proudly states: I am negra!” 

The experiences and life worlds of the Afro-Diaspora differ substantially 

between different parts of the regions that make up the ‘Black Atlantic’, 

probably more than Gilroy accounts for. Racial discrimination in Salvador 

during the 20
th
 century does not take the same overt and violent forms as in 

the US or in South Africa, for example (cf. Marx 1998). There is no doubt 

that racial discrimination exists in Salvador, but segregation takes place 

more on a structural level than on a personal one. The relative lack of institu-

tionalized racism and the imagined opportunity to advance socially by rede-

fining one’s phenotypic categorization have made it much harder to mobilize 

Afro-descendants according to race in Brazil than it is in the US, to the dis-

may of Afro-Brazilian activists.  
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The logic of practice of essentialism 

Anthropologists have been so busy deconstructing social categories such as 

ethnicity, race, gender, and national belonging, showing their contingency 

and negative impact, that they have partly failed to analyze the utility these 

social constructions offer for organizations and social movements. The per-

spective of anthropologists is often permeated by academic distance, the 

above-mentioned ‘scholastic point of view’. Race and ethnicity are useful 

categories to think with and rally around, in order to create senses of belong-

ing, identity and a propensity to act collectively, to paraphrase Lévi-Strauss, 

three essential components in the construction of movements. In order to 

grasp the social content of notions and practices of essentialism scholars 

have tended to effectuate what Bourdieu (2008:189) refers to as ‘an episte-

mological break’ with the life-world of movement activists, thereby omitting 

the logic of practice of the actors themselves. Zizek (2006) has proposed that 

there often exist incommensurable divisions between how object or events 

are interpreted, depending on the ontological and epistemological position of 

the observer or practitioner. This insight, however, does not mean that ‘any-

thing goes’, in some postmodern sense of the term. The object or event may 

be determined, but only by a triangulation, which incorporates the incom-

mensurable observations on their own terms, or as Bourdieu (ibid.) would 

put it: “…one can only strive to hold together, so as to integrate them, both 

the point of view of the agents who are caught up in the object and the point 

of view on this point of view which the work of analysis enables one to 

reach by relating position-takings to the positions from which they are tak-

en.” To emphasize the ideal of cosmopolitanism is, in a sense, to fall prey to 

such an academic viewpoint, by omitting the economic, social and political 

context that frames the lives of a large part of humanity. Cosmopolitanism 

thus amounts to a social game for a privileged class, whose bonds of belong-

ing rather are transnational than national or regional. This is a game which 

the Afro-Brazilians cannot risk to play, no matter what they de facto may 

believe or enact in their daily lives. It is interesting to note that the former 

second in command of the Black Muslim movement in the US, Malcolm X, 

would only embrace a cosmopolitan stance after he had left the movement 

for good, when he no longer needed to represent anyone but himself. While 

being a leader of the black Muslims, he advocated a total separation between 

whites and blacks (Malcolm X 1978). 

No matter what the researcher may believe, the construction of essential-

izing master-narratives and perceptions often fulfill an indispensable role for 

the attempts by oppressed groups to organize themselves and act collectively 

(e.g. Zizek 2008). This corresponds to what Spivak (1995) refers to as ‘stra-

tegic essentialism’, where oppressed groups strategically and temporarily 

construct an essentalized identity, so as to be able to act and resist collective-

ly. What Spivak misses, however, is that the construction of a collective 
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identity and essentialized notions and values may well function strategically, 

but it is mostly not perceived as strategic. For example, the strengthening of 

an Afro-Brazilian identity among the members of Tambores is continuously 

constructed during their engagement in the activities of the organization, so 

that their notions and acts will appear as the natural way to think and act. 

This ongoing adaptation to the social field of Afro-Brazilian activism is also 

enhanced by the members’ interaction with foreign activists and volunteers, 

who regard them as representatives of an authentic Afro-Brazilian culture. 

The expectations and actions of the foreign activists also have the effect of 

contributing to linking the Afro-Brazilian movement to the indigenous 

movement at large, further strengthening notions of anti-modernity, ‘noble 

savages’, and a way of being, opposed to the perceived artificiality displayed 

by ‘modern’ persons, embedded in capitalistic societies. So in most encoun-

ters with foreigners the latter expect the Afro-Brazilians to behave as repre-

sentatives of these notions of ‘authentic Afro-Brazilianness’. Thus the activ-

ists’ and members’ ability to interact with people from other societies in an 

open and tolerant way, which for a middle-class Westerner would mean 

cosmopolitanism, is on one hand geared to acting and speaking so that they 

are perceived as ‘authentic’ Afro-Brazilians, and, on the other, to adapting 

flexibly to changing social contexts, so as to gain as much support as possi-

ble.  

If they fail to present themselves according to Afro-Brazilian archetypes, 

they risk losing much of their attraction to the foreigners. They learn that it is 

the essence that attracts, not the actual complexity of their history and con-

temporary social situation.  

The visitors’ yearning for authenticity 

The essential notions and values, which permeate the Afro-Brazilian move-

ment, are constructed through an eclectic process of constant interaction 

between distinct actors, both internal and external. A large category of peo-

ple to be found in Salvador are international volunteers, whose impact on 

NGOs, not least Afro-Brazilian ones, is great. They predominantly seek out 

grassroots organizations. Many of the volunteers whom I encountered in 

Salvador stated that they believed that the grassroots organizations repre-

sented the Afro-Brazilians in a more authentic way than the intermediary 

organizations did. This search for ‘authentic’ Afro-Brazilian representatives 

is not merely limited to development and backpacker volunteers, however, 

but encompasses many other kinds of people, such as filmmakers, journal-

ists, and musicians. The imagined qualities of the Afro-Brazilian grassroots 

organizations represent everything that these foreigners search for. Their 

members are seen as victims of globalized capitalist forces and racial op-

pression, embodying original Afro-Brazilian culture, expressed through mu-
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sic and religion. Of course they are regarded as active resisters to those very 

forces that the foreigners at the same time believe them to be the victims of. 

These Western imaginations are quite similar to the objectives and notions of 

the Afro-Brazilian activists. One major contradiction, mostly concealed, 

however, is the group’s conflicting view on modernity. The Western activ-

ists in Salvador equaled ‘modernity’ at large with the ideologically biased 

term ‘globalization’. Most of the Western activists whom I encountered ex-

plicitly opposed globalization, a stance they apparently share with most 

Western New Left activists (Bob 2005, Hardt and Negri 2004, Castells 

1997). The term globalization has several linked connotations. Among these 

are neo-liberal economic policies, the world trade at large, and the transna-

tional power and activities of transnational corporations. The term also 

evokes the ever increasing supply of goods at malls, Western commercial 

culture and the middle-class styles of living. Afro-Brazilian activists share 

the foreigners’ rhetoric against neo-liberal policies and unjust trade condi-

tions. Yet they often covet consumer goods, and would buy them as soon as 

they had an opportunity, while the foreigners’ identity often is linked to an 

explicit renunciation of such goods. The Afro-Brazilian activists may de-

nounce the black ‘traitors’, who belong to the middle class, but as soon as an 

opportunity appeared during my time in the field they would try to advance 

socially themselves. The foreigners, on the other hand, mostly belong to the 

middle class in their home countries, but identify so strongly with the poor 

and oppressed that they often try to redefine their own class position while in 

Brazil. After the return to their home-countries, almost all of the Western 

activists whom I studied would maintain their links with Brazil. They also 

became more active in the transnational anti-globalization network than they 

were before their Brazilian sojourn. 

The NGOs constitute important collective actors on a public political sce-

ne that is highly hierarchical. Due to the volunteers’ potential of access to 

contacts, information and, not least, financial resources, they are important 

nodes in the web of power relations that encompass the NGOs in Salvador. 

The functions the foreigners fill in these relations are complex and often 

ambiguous. They are transmitters of information and influence both from 

center to periphery and vice versa. They engage in several of the essentialist 

discourses and share the assumptions that permeate the NGOs of the Afro-

Brazilian movement, while other notions they carry are specifically Western.  

The volunteers of Salvador can roughly be divided into two categories. 

The first one consists of youths that stay for shorter periods of time, up to a 

couple of months, lack specific professional skills and work without receiv-

ing any remuneration. The next most common category of foreigners in the 

NGOs of Salvador is development workers. They too are often referred to as 

volunteers, or cooperantes in Portuguese. They receive salaries from their 

mother organization in their native countries and their contracts last at least 

two years. The difference between these development volunteers and so 



 5 2  

called foreign development experts from state development agencies or IN-

GOs, such as Save the Children, Doctors Without Borders, or the Red Cross, 

is the first category’s lower salaries and often lower level of education and 

professional experience.  

The search for grassroots organizations 

Donors and members of all strata of society apparently believe that ‘authen-

tic’ culture and identity is to be found at the low-income level. This notion is 

perhaps the greatest asset of organizations such as Tambores. The eclectic 

appropriation and blending of ideas and practices from all sources were not 

perceived by the local activists as treason to this focus on African and Afro-

Brazilian cultural authenticity, but instrumentally necessary tools in order to 

unveil ‘the true roots’.  

Transnational networks may be both wide and dense. They often develop 

out of small and close-knit relations, based on face-to-face encounters. Such 

direct personal relations established between members of the Afro-Brazilian 

movement and foreign volunteers constitute major nodes of networks of 

communication, interaction and mobilization. As their imaginations and 

ideas blend with the notions of the Afro-Brazilian activists, however, they 

both strengthen and somewhat transform the latter’s constructions of identi-

ty. They also reflect back on how these activists imagine their social role 

locally and globally. 

In Salvador, international volunteers predominantly seek out grassroots 

organizations. They believe the latter represent the Afro-Brazilians in a more 

authentic way than do the intermediary organizations. The explanations that 

almost all of the volunteers gave, when asked about their interest in Tam-

bores, were based on such expectations of how the organization could be 

contrasted to the commercialized and hybrid society at large. The imagined 

qualities of Afro-Brazilian grassroots represented what these foreigners and 

many other travelers searched for: ‘true’ Afro-Brazilian music, martial art 

and religion, notions of egalitarianism, ecological sustainability and non-

commercialism. 

Most foreign activists whom I encountered in Salvador, however, did not 

search for notions of authenticity per se, but as vehicles for social change. 

The Afro-Brazilians were believed to represent some kind of golden era long 

gone, when the foreigners imagined human relations were devoid of the per-

ceived alienation, consumerism and class hierarchies of contemporary socie-

ty. The foreign activists furthermore regarded the Afro-Brazilians as victims 

of globalized capitalist forces and racial oppression. They wanted to join the 

Afro-Brazilian activists’ resistance to these forces and to the oppression. 

Even though the essentialist visions and notions of the Afro-Brazilian lead-

ers of Tambores and the foreign visitors did not coincide entirely, they cross-
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fertilized each other. They contributed to the creation of an organizational 

culture, which could be used both as a vehicle of resistance and as a market 

commodity in the intersecting social fields of development and transnational 

black Diaspora. 

One of the most extreme examples of the use of essentalized notions of 

‘authentic Afro-Brazilian values’, was practiced by Dieter, a German devel-

opment volunteer, who had founded an organization of his own, named Olga 

Prestes, for impoverished Afro-Brazilian young girls, 9-20 years old. Dieter 

was a charismatic person with a rigid notion of the class, ethnic, race and 

gender gaps of Brazil. He had a thoroughly pessimistic view of the world 

system at large, being highly critical of both the internal political and eco-

nomic system of Brazil, and of the global system of trade. His ambition was 

both to raise the intellectual and physical self-esteem of the girls and make 

them share his stern view of the inequalities of Brazil. His organization, Ol-

ga Prestes, had close relations with Tambores. 

The most salient characteristic of the monologues and dialogues he held 

with the girls who were part of his organization was the use of classificatory 

value dichotomies and essentializing generalizations. This mode of talking 

appealed to the girls and made it easier for them to apprehend his words. 

Dieter emphasized the African descent of the girls and told them of how 

Africans used to live a tribal way of life before the European imperialists 

arrived. He linked skin color, ecological and peaceful living, egalitarian val-

ues, and solidarity to the way Africans had lived before the European coloni-

zation, and argued that this way of living could be found among tribes in 

Africa. Imagined African tribal life was contrasted with the traits of the ‘the 

white man’s world’, such as human and ecological exploitation, profit seek-

ing, and a highly hierarchic society with clear divisions between classes and 

‘races’. Parallels were drawn between lifestyles and values of ‘African 

tribes’ and indigenous people in America. Dieter, however, talked about how 

these ‘tribal values’ could be found among certain groups and activists in 

modern society. He thus forged links of association between, among others, 

Mahatma Gandhi, Malcolm X, the bandits who roamed the northeastern 

Brazilian hinterland during the 19th and beginning of the 20th century, os 

cangaceiros, and the founder of the Brazilian communist party, Luis Prestes. 

He stated the importance of emphasizing the “ethnic and historical roots of 

the girls.” Furthermore, he added that “The educational form we (Olga Pres-

tes) have adopted is non-institutional and based on old teaching traditions 

still alive in parts of Africa (he was referring to the West African Griôt bards 

and to the age-grade systems of Eastern Africa).” He added that his work-

shops dealt with subjects like ‘African history’, and ‘the history of Brazil’s 

indigenous people’. One of the excursions he made with the girls was to the 

neighboring state of Alagoas, where former slaves had founded an independ-

ent territory during the 17
th
 century and successfully resisted the troops of 

the Portuguese and Dutch Crowns for several decades. In this way, he want-
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ed to demonstrate to the girls how their own position in the Brazilian society 

could be associated with modern forms of slavery and that rebellion was 

justified and could be successful. 

Olga Prestes is divided into to what Dieter refers to as ‘African tribal age 

sets’. The organization is stratified into different age groups that have dis-

tinct responsibilities and are partly in charge of the guidance and teaching of 

members of younger age-sets. The exclusive character of Olga Prestes was 

enhanced by the way in which Dieter described the organization to the girls. 

When he spoke to the girls he repeatedly referred to the organizations ‘a 

nossa tribu’ (our tribe). The word tribe was used to underline the seclusion 

of the organization, and its boundaries towards the society at large. The 

members formed their own tribe, used special terms and shared norms and 

values that differed from the rest of the town of Sabanas. “In our tribe we do 

not speak of solidarity and act egoistically,” Dieter would often repeat. “We 

function according to the unwritten rules of African tribes, where the im-

portant thing is to act in a mutually responsible manner.” 

At the beginning of my stay at Tambores, I was astonished to observe the 

large number of visitors who continuously passed by Tambores. I contrasted 

this situation with the intermediate and middle class-run NGO Performa, 

which I also studied. Performa was located in Pelourinho, the historic center 

of Salvador. This bustling center is also one of the most popular tourist sites 

in Brazil. The headquarters of Performa, where both the administrative of-

fice and the activity center are located, consist of three floors in one of the 

most attractive parts of Pelourinho, ideal for visitors. Performa enjoys close 

contacts with key persons among the development aid market, the politicians 

and NGOs. Tambores, by contrast, was situated in a poor and run-down dis-

trict at the periphery. The center is poorly organized, which forces many 

visitors to wait for hours before the right persons from Tambores turn up. 

Yet, Tambores have many more visitors, both Brazilian and foreign, than 

does Performa. The explanation for this appears to be the visitors’ general 

search for an authenticity, which could be perceived in various ways; as 

Afro-Brazilian, cultural, genuine poverty, popular, musical, etc. Not all visi-

tors used the key word ‘authenticity’, but they referred to the same value 

using terms such as ‘genuine culture’, ‘at the very heart of’, ‘inner meaning’, 

‘pure culture’, ‘in the core of’ and so on. The explanation they gave for their 

interest in Tambores almost always focused on an imagination of ‘the au-

thentic’. 

Lene, 24 years old, was a coordinator of a Western NGO in Salvador. She 

stated that “I never wanted our organization to place a volunteer at Performa. 

These people, they are middle-class; they don’t have any genuine contact 

with real people, like Tambores does, for example.” 

Christine, a 19-year old English backpacker volunteer in Salvador, would 

express herself in the following way: “This was as far into the heart of the 
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Afro-Brazilian Brazil that I could get. I want to be a part of them, share their 

lives, their culture, their feelings…” 

Günther was a 25-year old visiting musician from Germany. He was 

thrilled by his impressions of Tambores. “These kids, they have a genuine 

sense of music, it’s not something artificial. They discovered the music on 

the streets, playing on cans and anything they could get their hands on. 

When you hear them banging their drums, it’s like some old rhythms that 

they have preserved from Africa.” 

The Globen magazine 

Alberto’s eclectic appropriation of ideas, strategies and practices was 

demonstrated to me time and again during fieldwork. He showed an enor-

mous capacity to incorporate notions from all kind of sources into his own 

visions of Afro-Brazilian culture and identity. One of his favorite themes is 

that slavery has never really stopped, even though its institutional aspects 

have been abolished. The Afro-Brazilian population persists in a structural 

inferior position to the white population. They are discriminated in such a 

rough way that it can be argued that the situation parallels slavery, according 

to Alberto’s views. 

One early example of this was that when the Swedish youth magazine 

Globen published a special issue on the African Diaspora, they chose a head-

line that corresponded to Alberto’s rhetoric, calling the entire issue ‘Slave 

yesterday, slave today’ (Globen 1999). Some of the articles from Brazil were 

written by a Swedish development volunteer, named Edward, and another 

development volunteer. Other articles from Brazil had been produced by a 

Swedish journalist who was acquainted with Edward. Alberto became so 

excited by this theme, that he asked Edward to try to make a special issue for 

Tambores, translated into Portuguese. Not only did Edward accept Alberto’s 

view of Tambores, he also came to share Alberto’s opinions on Afro-

Brazilian identity and culture. 

Through the theme of the magazine, Afro-Brazilian and Western essen-

tialist notions were intertwined. The editor of the magazine, Magnus Berg-

mar, states that the idea to base an entire issue on the notion that slavery has, 

in one way or another, continued until present among African Diaspora pop-

ulations was formed at the editorial office in Sweden. The idea was support-

ed unanimously by the writers, who were all Swedish, but based in different 

regions of the Third World. In Salvador this theme corresponded to how 

many of the radical Afro-Brazilian organizations perceive the link to the past 

(e.g. Fry 2005, Sansone 2003, Luz 1995). 

Alberto used to organize meetings with the members of Tambores, where 

he communicated his ideas. He gave small speeches on various aspects of 

Brazilian society and Afro-Brazilian culture. At a meeting which he had 
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summoned after the magazine Globen had been published, Alberto talked to 

the children and youth of Tambores about the history of the Afro-Brazilian 

population. “Don’t you forget that your ancestors were slaves!” he called out 

to them. After describing the agony of the slaves during the period of slavery 

he went on to discuss how the Afro-Brazilian population was kept in poverty 

and powerlessness by the white elite after abolition. Alberto’s speeches often 

lasted for hours, jumping from practical matters to more overarching existen-

tial issues. At this meeting, he became more and more eloquent, painting the 

dilemma of the Afro-Brazilian population in vivid colors. The aim of the 

speech was to demonstrate that even though slavery was abolished in 1888, 

the living conditions of the Afro-Brazilian population had changed very little 

since then. When Alberto had finished his speech he looked at the children. 

Then he lowered his eyes to one of the children who were sitting in the front 

row. “Were your ancestors slaves?” he asked the boy. The boy nodded. Then 

Alberto added: 

“Are you a slave?” The boy gazed uncertainly at Alberto, as if he was try-

ing to read his mind. Alberto looked sternly down at him. The silence fell in 

the room. “Yes”, the boy tentatively answered. “Right”, Alberto said. He 

then went from child to child, pointing at them, asking the same questions: 

“Were your ancestors slaves? Are you a slave?” Every child answered yes to 

both questions, in a more and more self-assured way. In the middle of the 

third row sat a boy about twelve or thirteen years old, who played in one of 

the bands. When Alberto pointed at him, the boy answered yes to the first 

question and no to the other. Silence fell in the room once again. Alberto 

tried him again, but the boy answered in the same way, albeit in a weaker 

voice. Perhaps the boy’s relatives had told him that slavery was abolished 

long ago, that everyone, at least formally, was a citizen with equal rights and 

obligations. 

“I don’t think that you have understood my speech properly,” Alberto 

said. He then recapitulated the essence of the lesson of history he had just 

told the children. When he finished the new speech, he pointed at the child 

again, and asked him the same question once more. This time the boy an-

swered yes to both questions, and Alberto continued his interrogation of the 

other members of Tambores. 

Selling the image of poverty: Afro-Brazilian culture in 
Europe 

Alberto’s success in promoting Tambores was based on presenting Tam-

bores as an organization focused on authenticity. This required no great ef-

fort. Alberto’s visions of articulating Afro-Brazilian identity and culture 

were already based on his notion of African authenticity, as concealed by 
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centuries of colonial and postcolonial oppression, Catholicism and elite ap-

propriation of African culture. His objectives fitted quite well with the ex-

pectations and imaginations of financial contributors, collaborators, and visi-

tors. He only needed to transfer this sense of authenticity to the arenas cher-

ished by the donors, such as music, religion, the environment, etc. 

The most prominent musical band at Tambores, O grito, has toured sever-

al times in Europe during the last decade. The tours have mostly been orga-

nized by Edward, the development volunteer. The members often brought 

with them papier-mâché masks and an exhibition of photos and texts, in 

order to present and situate themselves geographically and culturally. Tam-

bores showed great ability to adapt to the European imagination of ‘authentic 

poverty’, facilitating the band’s publicity in Europe. They used to bring with 

them a small exhibition. The exhibition, consisting of a couple of display 

screens, depicted the activities offered by Tambores. There were photos of 

the district where the members come from. The worn-out brick houses, 

where most members live, were not included in the exhibition however. In-

stead there were many photos of the houses at the Alagados waterfront. 

These houses are shacks made of wood, which balance on poles above the 

polluted sea below. During my stay, none of Tambores’ members lived 

there. Even though the claim was not explicitly spelled out, the presentation 

of the impoverished neighborhood was made in such a way as to imply that, 

at least, some band members resided there. This implication suggested an-

other Western image of poverty: that of street children. Since the beginning 

of the 1990s the Western media has published dramatic accounts of children 

living abandoned on the streets of the big cities in Brazil. These children are 

depicted as victims of social cleansing by death squads and uncontrolled 

military police (Rose 2005). Street children have become a common theme 

in Western media depictions of Brazil (Bartholdson 2004). Innumerous arti-

cles and programs have been published in Sweden over the last fifteen years 

or so, focusing on street children in Brazil. NGOs and the media demand 

support for organizations and individuals who work with such children. Like 

other Brazilian groups and individuals, Tambores discovered that attention 

was more efficiently achieved if the social status of the band members was 

shifted somewhat downwards. The group was portrayed in the media at sev-

eral occasions as ‘a band of street children’ or ‘the band from the slum’. 

Edward, the Swedish volunteer, admitted that he did not find any reason to 

contradict media’s assumption that the band members were former street 

children. 

“I can’t recall that I ever said that they were street children to journalists, 

but I emphasized that they might have been, if Tambores had not existed. 

Some might have gotten the message wrong, but I didn’t protest afterwards.” 
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The importance of charisma 

Personal charisma is of importance for any leader of an Afro-Brazilian or-

ganization. All the Afro-Brazilian organizations I came into contact with in 

Salvador were controlled and led by people whom the participants of the 

organizations perceived as being very charismatic. The fragmented status of 

the Afro-Brazilian movement has caused a strong emphasis on the role of the 

leaders of the distinct organizations. The leaders are often the most stable 

and enduring part of the organizations. They function both as the putty 

which prevents the organizations from dissolving and as the main channels 

to donors. There is, however, a clear difference in leader roles between 

grassroots movements and middle class-run movements. Whereas the former 

are mostly characterized by instability, putting a lot of stress on their leaders, 

the latter are both more organizationally stable and financially secure. The 

inherent instability of grassroots organizations makes leaders try to compen-

sate this deficiency by creating cohesion through charisma. This charisma, 

however, is intimately linked to the leaders’ ability to appear as genuine and 

authentic Afro-Brazilian leaders. The devotion that the charismatic leader 

thus enjoys is also a social straitjacket, which constrains his (or, more sel-

dom, her) actions.  

One of the main problems of mobilization according to race and ethnicity 

in Brazil has been the lack of traditional racial polarization and narratives 

based on race and ethnicity. The various leaders of Afro-Brazilian organiza-

tions have, to a greater or lesser extent, resorted to utilizing symbols, analo-

gies and metaphors of slavery and rebellion in order to be able to create a 

sense of polarization. Yet competing discourses and the fragmentation of the 

Afro-Brazilian movement have contributed to the limited success of this 

strategy so far. The influence of charismatic leaders of the Afro-Brazilian 

movement has thus largely been confined to their own organizations. Still, 

there is a lack of crucial social conditions, which could contribute to the 

emergence of an overarching charismatic leader for the entire Afro-Brazilian 

movement. The movement has for example, not yet been able to create a 

macro-history of suffering, constructed upon the micro-histories of the Afro-

Brazilian population. Such a transformation is hard to achieve without a 

process of transvaluation, however, where particular histories and grievances 

are welded into a singular all-embracive narrative, based on a polarization of 

good and evil. Good and evil must be easy to identify as notions that can be 

easily decoupled from their dependence on local contexts (Sahlins 2005, 

Tambiah 1996). 

Alberto of Tambores is indeed perceived as a charismatic figure by his 

followers. He possesses a large rhetorical capacity, is surrounded by an aura 

of mystique, draws on dualistic symbols and narratives and can count on 

large-scale devotion from the disciples of his organizations. Yet, he is not 
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capable to extend the charisma he enjoy among the disciples to embrace 

Afro-Brazilians at large. 

Alberto’s charisma is, however, not merely limited to the members of his 

own organization. Donors, volunteers and other acquaintances are charmed 

by him and are also affected by his narratives of Pan-Africanism and African 

essentialism. Edward, the Swedish volunteer, who was stationed at Tam-

bores, often cited Alberto’s charisma as the main reason for his capacity to 

attract donors. Alberto’s personality clearly attracts potential contacts of all 

kinds, who often pass by at Tambores. His charisma, however, does not stop 

several small-scale rebellions from occurring against him inside his own 

organization. For example, members of Tambores’ main musical band 

threatened to leave the organization after a row with Alberto. In his classic 

studies of charismatic authority, Weber (1958) stated that this kind of au-

thority stands in opposition to rationalized bureaucracy and is always transi-

tory, since the charismatic qualities have incessantly to be proven. Whenever 

the social conditions, which have benefited a dualistic approach, disappear 

the leader’s charismatic aura may well appear outdated. Alberto tries to 

compensate for Tambores’ lack of long-term internal cohesion with the force 

of his own charisma. This strategy, however, is only partly successful and is 

probably one of the main reasons for the financial fluctuations of the organi-

zation. It cannot compensate the lack of organizational structural stability. 

Conclusion 

In Brazil ever since the abolition of slavery, racial discrimination has been 

intertwined with that based on class. Negative racial characteristics have 

been banned in official discourse7, while black people have been discrimi-

nated both economically and socially in practice. 
The process during the last decades has been the inverse of what most 

Brazilian sociologists of the 1950s and 1960s believed would be the case. 

Instead of race being obliterated by class, class and racial categorization 

have become increasingly separated and the latter form has become greatly 

strengthened. One of the major reasons for this process is the need of the 

Afro-Brazilian movement to construct essentialized notions of a specific 

race, culture and origin, in order to attract members and donors, and make 

their organizations locally and internationally visible. These essentialized 

constructions are the outcome of a thoroughly eclectic process, but its major 

building blocks are, to a large extent, imported from a North American and 

Afro-Diaspora discourse of racial essentialism and separation. There is a risk 

                                                      
7 There exist a plethora of euphemisms to indirectly castigate Afro-Brazilians. One such 

example is the term ‘boa aparencia’ (good looking), which traditionally has been used in job 

ads, in order to make black people understand that they should not apply for the job. 
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that instead of moving towards the gradual fading of racial distinctions in the 

Brazilian society, the identity of the Afro-Brazilians is turned into a perma-

nent racialized state of being. It was this process that Bourdieu and 

Wacquant (1999) warned against in a polemic article in the journal Theory, 

Culture and Society, and which they believed was the outcome of North-

American cultural imperialism. 

It might seem to be a paradox that the young generation of Afro-Brazilian 

activists, who denounce racial discrimination in contemporary Brazil, have 

been much less negatively affected by this than the generations of their par-

ents and grandparents, who often have been much less prone to describe 

their hardships and suffering in racial terms. The former, however, do not 

have to fear the consequences of speaking up, while their interpretations of 

injustices and hardships are made within transnational narratives of racial 

and ethnic discrimination. 

The young generation of Afro-Brazilian activists are Brazil is often peo-

ple, who have been emotionally affected by reflecting upon the injustices 

and the discrimination of class and race that their older generation of rela-

tives has been subjected to. At the same time, these youngsters have eclecti-

cally appropriated and elaborated beliefs, notions and ideas, which are dis-

seminated through the imaginary community of ‘the Black Atlantic’. The 

outcome of this dialectical process is the construction of a unique blend of 

Afro-Brazilian cultural authenticity, which is, nonetheless, in line with the 

proliferation of indigenous and ethnic movements all over the globe (cf. Rata 

2005). 

The transnational Afro-Diaspora forms a loosely-knit network, made up 

of numerous Afro-movements on both sides of the Atlantic. They all con-

tribute to an emphasis on ethnicity and race, framed by narratives of post-

colonialism. These movements overlap with other social fields, which are 

affected by post-colonial ideology, such as the anti-global movement, other 

ethnic movements, political and religious networks, and the social field of 

development issues. The rapidly growing Afro-Brazilian movement has been 

integrated into the Black Atlantic network. 

Like many other social movements the Afro-Brazilian movement demon-

strates several contradictory traits and strands simultaneously (cf. Melucci 

1989). The reasons for the organizational and ideological diversity are both 

internal and external. The majority of the Afro-Brazilian population still do 

not primarily identify according to ethnic and racial criteria. Thus there is at 

present no single issue that could mobilize Afro-Brazilians, for example, in a 

way comparable to the so called ‘Million Man March’ that the Nation of 

Islam organized in the United States in 1995 (e.g. Gardell 1998). 

External factors contribute to the fragmentation of the movement. The 

presence and influence of NGOs have increased rapidly in Brazil since the 

1980s, coinciding with the emergence of the Afro-Brazilian movement. Peo-
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ple from poor and middle-class groups alike are currently founding organiza-

tions that are focused on Afro-Brazilian identity and culture. 

The Afro-Brazilian movement in Salvador illustrates how NGOs form 

complex and wide networks on both a formal and informal level with one 

another, with NGOs and social movements from other regions, with interna-

tional and national foundations and development agencies, and with gov-

ernmental institutions on both state and federal levels. At all stages, they 

maintain numerous connections to politicians, state institutions, elites and 

organizations of all kinds. 

Grassroots organizations form the lowest yet most important level of the 

Afro-Brazilian movement. It is organizations at this level that provide the 

movement with political and social legitimacy as well as ‘market value’, in 

the eyes of the Afro-Brazilian population at large, in the ‘Black Atlantic’ and 

among donors. The leaders of Afro-Brazilian grassroots organizations are 

almost always aware of this aspect, and thus try to exploit it as much as pos-

sible, either consciously or subconsciously. The core feature of the Afro-

Brazilian movement is its constant search for and construction of ‘authentic’ 

Afro-Brazilian identity and culture. This demand for authenticity creates a 

niche for grassroots organizations, which constitutes their principal source of 

attraction and support. 

The grassroots organization Tambores eclectically appropriates visions, 

objectives and strategies from all available sources in order to construct its 

version of Afro-Brazilian authenticity. Its self-presentation is built on a no-

tion of authenticity, which is focused on the legacy of slavery, on connota-

tions of rebellion and resistance towards the dominant power structures, and 

on aspects believed to represent Afro-Brazilian culture. The imagined au-

thenticity of Tambores is its strongest trump card, which increases its value, 

in the eyes of the movement itself, as well as in the eyes of both donors and 

external visitors. Tambores can be used to represent the main issues of inter-

est of the donors, such as eradication of poverty, youth issues and the hard-

ships of the deprived in general. 

Tambores’ position as a grassroots organization might be a great asset in 

the eyes of the donors, but it also affects the roles of their interaction. The 

relation between Tambores and its donors is both hierarchical and asymmet-

rical, and even though donors insist on calling Tambores a partner, thereby 

verbally identifying the organization as an equal, they simultaneously de-

mand that Tambores comply with their ‘recommendations’ to be allowed to 

maintain its financial support (e.g. Dahl 2001). 

Grassroots organizations at large in Brazil, not least Afro-Brazilian, are 

often economically and socially instable and both their activities and the 

number of their staff tend to fluctuate greatly. Leaders compensate the inher-

ent instability of grassroots organizations by playing on charisma in order to 

create cohesion. The influence that leaders of the Afro-Brazilian movement 

have made so far has mostly been limited to their own organizations. The 
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essential social conditions, which could contribute to the emergence of an 

overarching charismatic leader for the entire Afro-Brazilian movement, are 

missing, though. The movement has not been able to construct an overarch-

ing narrative of suffering, which is able to incorporate the micro histories of 

the Afro-Brazilian population. It is hard to achieve such a transformation 

without fusing particular narratives, focused on discrimination, grievances 

and resistance, into a singular all-embracive history, where a fault line sepa-

rates notions of good and evil. These absolute moral values must be easily 

identifiable and able to transcend their linkage to local contexts (Sahlins 

2005, Tambiah 1996). In Salvador images and tropes of the period of slavery 

are evoked by Afro-Brazilian activists to function as mobilizing metaphors, 

both for demonstrating the continuation of racial discrimination and for acts 

of resistance. 

For the Afro-Brazilian activists, the focus on authenticity is more or less 

analogous to the phrase of ‘seeking one’s roots’. In order to seek one’s roots 

or to find the authentic core of Afro-Brazilian culture and identity the activ-

ists believe they will have to peel off the layers of non-authenticity that dis-

torts or conceals ‘the true’ cultural forms. This implies liberating the Afro-

Brazilian culture from other cultural forms believed to have sullied the ‘the 

true’ culture. Prominent leaders of Candomblé struggle to rid the religion 

from syncretistic features. In capoeira the renowned fighters try to strictly 

uphold the two traditional techniques. The Afro-Brazilian activists search for 

all forms of ‘true’ representation of Afro-Brazilian culture and rebellion.  

There are several reasons to believe that Paul Gilroy’s vision of a ‘Black 

Atlantic’ that would be able to transcend the constraints of ethnicity and race 

is being trampled on by both policymakers and grassroots activists alike. The 

Afro-Brazilian movement appears to be a good example of what Gilroy 

(1993:31-32) refers to as ‘ontological and strategic essentialism’. This pro-

cess is the product of both internal and external factors. 

Black culture in Brazil is rapidly transformed into an object of discourse 

of the state, of NGOs of different kinds and levels, and, even of unorganized 

black people themselves. This imagined, reified culture may be conceptual-

ized as a tool of resistance; such as the example of Tambores shows. At the 

same time the need to attract funding and become part of the transnational 

web of NGOs, suggests that this objectifying process is also one of commod-

itization; so that the cultural fragments can circulate on a transnational mar-

ket of ideas and concepts. It is exactly the local symbols, intermeshed with 

the global discourse of ‘the Black Atlantic’, which gives them their value on 

the NGO-market. Whatever else may be true, one thing seems certain: the 

concept of race in Brazil is not about to be abolished. On the contrary, just 

like the monster of Frankenstein, it is breaking out of its chains, ready to 

take on society at large. 
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Shahram Khosravi: Rostam and Sohrab in the 
Street: Iranian Struggles over Modernity 

Introduction  

I arrived in Tehran in mid June 2009, just a few days after the tenth presi-

dential election. Ten years earlier I had conducted fieldwork among young 

Tehrani people. That research had resulted in an ethnographical monograph, 

Young and Defiant in Tehran (Khosravi 2008).  

By doing ethnography of contemporary youth culture in Iran’s capital, I 

had examined how young Tehranis struggled for identity in the battle over 

the right to self-expression. I looked closely at the strictures confronting 

Iranian youth and the ways transnational cultural influences penetrate and 

flourish. Focusing on places of gathering such as shopping centers and cof-

fee shops, the book explored the practices of everyday life, through which 

young Tehranis demonstrated defiance against the official culture and paren-

tal dominance. Such places were sites of opposition, but also served as crea-

tive centers for expression and, above all, for imagination. I attempted to 

show the transformative power these spaces had and how they enabled 

young Iranians to develop their own culture as well as individual and genera-

tional identities.  

Since my fieldwork I have made frequent visits to Iran, to keep the con-

versation alive with the field. During this time, I had witnessed how the 

young generation through their everyday defiance had been able to push 

back the boundaries imposed on their lives, further each day. 

The elections in June 2009 were followed by unrest and clashes between 

people and the state. This post-election turmoil turned generational conflict 

into a dominant topic in Iranian public debate and art, particularly in visual 

culture. The regime, however, does not admit being defeated. It has constant-

ly shown its sovereignty through sporadic attacks on youthfulness. Young-

sters taking part in parties are arrested, as are improperly veiled (bad-hejab) 

women in the streets. Young people’s extramarital sexual relations are pun-

ished. Restrictions are put on youth culture as it is expressed in cinema and 

music or on the internet. Nevertheless, as people use to put it, “dige az 

dasteshon dar rafte” (the authorities have lost control) over the youth. 

Between 8 and 14
 
July 1999, in the period of my fieldwork, a student riot 

in Tehran shook the whole country. On the eve of 8 July, a couple of hun-
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dred students gathered at a campus in central Tehran to protest against the 

new press law and the closure of a reform-oriented newspaper. Although the 

protest was brutally cracked down, the event signified a historical turn after 

which the student movement became radicalized. Alongside the student 

movement, labor unions at this time also became more organized and active 

in arranging manifestations and strikes.  

The 2000s was a decade of intensive and thorough battles between the au-

thorities and young people. In the 2000s however the most influential and 

powerful social movement has undoubtedly been the women rights move-

ment and particularly the campaign of ‘Yek miliyon emza bara-ye laghv-e 

qavanin-e tabiz amiz’ (One million signatures for the repeal of discriminato-

ry laws), organized and run by young Iranian feminists. The campaign has 

been successful and received national and international recognition. Not 

surprisingly, the reaction of the regime has been harsh and oppressive.  

The first period of the presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (2005-2009) 

had catastrophic consequences for Iran’s cultural, social and economic are-

nas. Under the administration of President Ahmadinejad, respect for basic 

human rights, especially freedom of expression and assembly, deteriorated 

markedly (Human Rights Watch 2008 and 2010). The number of banned 

newspapers, journals, and NGOs increased dramatically. In 2009 Iran passed 

China as the country with the highest number of imprisoned journalists. Dur-

ing the same period, the economic situation of Iran was also getting remark-

ably worse. Highly dependent on its oil export, the Iranian economy is vul-

nerable to the international sanctions, which has become more far-reaching 

since the mid-2000s. Accordingly, foreign investments have reduced drasti-

cally and the flight of capital from Iran has been massive. According to an 

official source ‘as much as $300 bn may have left the country since Ahmad-

inejad was elected’ (Mather 2009:73). Internally, there have been further 

economic challenges and economic mismanagement leading to a severe fi-

nancial crisis, which similar to financial crises in other parts of the world has 

primarily hit poor and young people, implying a high rate of inflation, un-

employment and domestic economic mismanagement. According to the offi-

cial statistics overall unemployment is 12 per cent, but the unemployment 

rate among Iranians between the ages of 15 and 24 has been estimated to 

almost 25 per cent (Mardomsalari 2010-05-18, www.mardomsalari.com). 

In their daily life, Iranian people have to combat the rising costs of meet-

ing basic needs. These costs are the most immediate expression of an infla-

tion rate of more than 29 per cent in 2008 (official data from Iran’s Central 

Bank, quoted in Mather 2009:67). Politically, President Ahmadinejad has 

furthered Iran’s isolation in the world through his provocative antagonism 

against Israel and its nuclear program. Through his agenda he has caused 

new and serious conflicts, putting Iran on the fringe of a military collision 

with the US or Israel, or with both. The presidential election of 2009 there-

fore was seen as an opportunity for the Iranian people to make a change in 
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their country’s political landscape. Like other elections in Iran, the election 

did not turn out democratic. The four candidates standing for election first 

had to be approved by the Guardian Council. A large number of nominees 

were rejected. As people said, Iranians faced the choice between bad and 

worse (bad o badtar).  

Before the election, anti-Ahmadinejad sentiment had grown intense in the 

urban middle class in Iran. He was and is particularly unpopular among 

young Iranians. Ideologically, Ahmadinejad stands for an apocalyptic politi-

cal adventurism, conflated with a messianic faith in the return of the Hidden 

Imam (the twelfth Imam in Shiite Islam who will bring salvation to the 

world); see Ze'ev Maghen (2008). The president thus embodies a persona 

which stands in opposition to what constitutes ‘cultural capital’ and to the 

aesthetics of urban middle class young people. His vulgar language and ill-

mannerly behavior, as well as his tasteless clothing, unkempt hair and beard 

have made him a favorite figure of ridicule. Time magazine in January 2010 

elected Ahmadinejad one of the top worst-dressed politicians. More than 

any other political figure, Ahmadinejad has been subject for jokes among 

Iranians. Political jokes are very popular in Iran. New jokes about the au-

thorities in charge are made every day. Such jokes circulate in public taxis, 

at parties, and in schools, or through new communication channels such as 

short messaging services (SMS), Bluetooth, Facebook, or Twitter. Usually 

they sarcastically depict the ignorance and incompetence of Ahmadinejad. 

The place of such anti-authoritarian joking in Iran fits well with Bakhtin’s 

approach to the ‘carnivalesque’, of which laughter is the main aspect. To 

Bakhtin, humor has both a deep philosophical meaning and revolutionary 

power (Bakhtin 1984:66). Laughter is also seen a powerful tool of the op-

pressed in the totalitarian regimes, a sign of insubordination (Mbembe 

1992:12 see also Lewis 2008). Iranian political humor expresses the social 

consciousness of young people and their uncensored opinions. It challenges 

the decency of the authorities, who believe themselves to be God’s agents on 

Earth. Laughter cannot liberate the oppressed, but forces power to contem-

plate its own pomposity and deflate it. Iranians have so far survived the Is-

lamic Republic and even laughed.  

While political resistance galvanized as the protests of young people 

against the Ahmadinejad regime, the movement has later expanded into a 

broader political movement known as the Green Movement. The green color 

was first used as a symbol of the election campaign for Ahmadinejad’s main 

rival candidate Mir Hossein Mousavi, but later became used by the larger 

and broader protest movement. Mr. Mousavi is characteristically opposite to 

Ahmadinejad, appealing to values of middle-class refinement. He is person-

ally mannerly, an architect by occupation, professor at a university and a 

recognized painter. His wife, Zahra Rahnavard, was always present at his 

election meetings with his hand in hers, something very unusual of Iranian 

authorities. She is a writer and an activist for women’s rights.  
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The week before the Election Day, the streets of Tehran and other large 

cities were transformed into an arena for a combined collective fiesta and a 

space for public political engagement in a way Iranians has never seen. The 

streets were occupied by youngsters dressed in T-shirts and with waistbands, 

headbands, banderoles and flags all in green. The rallies were non-violent 

and cheerful and the police did not intervene. Young people afterwards 

talked about the nights before the election as an unforgettable time when 

they bodily experienced azadi (freedom). They told me how girls had re-

moved their veils and danced with boys to car stereos playing music - a sce-

ne normally unthinkable in the Islamic Republic.  

These ‘nightly parties’ (partyha-ye shabaneh), as the official sources 

called them to define them as expressions of depoliticized, middle-class ju-

venile delinquency rather than as arenas of serious political opposition, had 

the carnivalesque character Bakhtin wrote about. They offered young people 

a celebration of chaos, disorder, and anarchy, the inversion of social norms 

and codes, a pause from the seriousness of everyday life. Sociologist Asef 

Bayat argues correctly that in countries like Iran ‘reclaiming youthfulness’ is 

preeminently a political project (Bayat 2010). 

In Iran collective joy has been suppressed for three decades. Indeed any 

collective action, other than official ones, has been banned. The police disal-

low the gathering of four or more young men and women in the central parts 

of cities. As Arendt (1994 [1951]) states, the heart of totalitarian regimes is 

the experience of deep loneliness. The use of isolation - disabling people 

from doing collective actions or being in direct connection with each other in 

public - has been a salient characteristic for Iranian political power prior and 

after the Revolution 1979. Totalitarian rule destroys the space between indi-

viduals, in which people can act as free subjects and as citizens.  

In this context, the carnivalesque ambience of the nights before the elec-

tion offered a moment of what Durkheim (1965 [1995]) has called ‘collec-

tive effervescence’. Durkheim sees such emotional collective experiences as 

an essential aspect of religious rites and rituals, forging collective identity 

over subdivisions. As I will argue later, one major political outcome of all 

these states of collective effervescence before and after the election has been 

the promotion of a process of nation formation. When the official news 

agency announced that Ahmadinejad had won with 62 per cent of the votes 

Iranians were shocked. The shock soon turned into resentment and angry 

young people took to the streets to launch a dynamic and vigorous social 

movement under the slogan ‘Where is my vote?’  

The streets of Tehran and other large cities became the scene of huge 

demonstrations and protests at a scale, which had not been seen since the 

Iranian Revolution in 1979. Clashes broke out between police and groups of 

young protesters. People gave voice to a feeling of humiliation (tahghir sho-

dan), which became even more intensified when Ahmadinejad in his victory 

speech called the protesters khas o khashak (dirt and dust). Three days after 
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the election in June hundreds of thousands of people came out on the streets 

to make a historical demonstration.  

Friday 19 June  

Friday 19 June 2009 was my first day in Tehran after the election. That day, 

in the Friday Prayer the Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Khamenei, gave his 

support to the victory of Ahmadinejad. The Ayatollah emphasized the legit-

imacy of the election, calling it a “divine assessment”. He also declared that 

protests would not be tolerated and threatened people with the severe conse-

quences that more protests would bring. It was a menacing and fierce warn-

ing from the most powerful man in the country. I myself expected that the 

protests would drastically weaken after his speech. He had done the same in 

1999, during the student uprising and then in effect put an end to the clashes 

and protests. Ayatollah Khamenei, though not a popular figure, had himself 

neither been seen as directly culpable of electoral malpractices or the target 

for collective protests.  

It was a gloomy and sad day, as the whole city of Tehran was mourning, 

harassed with the bitter taste of a failure. The Supreme Leader’s support for 

Ahmadinejad was not unanticipated, but neither expected to be so explicit. 

His speech was a backlash for the young people, who had hoped that the 

symbolic Father of the Nation would at least publicly stay neutral and there-

by make the battle against Ahmadinejad less painful. 

In the late evening, I went to Borj-e Sefid (the White Tower), a center of 

business and commerce in the middle-class neighborhood of Northeastern 

Tehran. The tower is famous for its classy revolving restaurant on the top 

floor. Under the restaurant there is an outdoor coffee shop on a large terrace, 

offering a panorama view of large part of the city at night. Tehran is more 

beautiful at night, when the infamous air pollution which envelops the city in 

dust and lethal exhaust emissions from millions of vehicles on the streets, is 

unseen. From the cab, driving me to Borj-e Sefid on Pasdaran Street, I could 

see mobs of paramilitary forces in plain clothes, who were located on every 

major intersection, ready to onslaught protesters. During my fieldwork in 

1999, I used to come here at nights to look at the city, and meet the young 

generation, which I wrote about. In the summer of 1999, after the crack-

down of the student uprising, just like now, public disenchantment had been 

in the air.  

On the terrace illicit Iranian pop music (known in Iran as Losangelesi) 

was playing from the loudspeakers. In 1999, playing such music had been a 

cultural crime (jorm-e farhangi) but now, it is beyond the control of the re-

gime to check every corner of the city to control what people listen to, watch 

or drink, or to supervise their sexual life. ‘Everyday defiance’ (Khosravi 
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2008) has been the Achilles-heel of the regime. As people use to put it, “az 

dasteshon dar rafte” (it is beyond their control).  

Apart from me, there was only one couple at the coffee shop. While I was 

sipping my tea staring at the lights of the city I heard a voice from below. 

We were at a high level and I could not hear well. The voice was hazy and 

unclear but rose in volume and strength so that in the end, its message was 

audible from the top of the high rise building: “Allah Akbar” (God is Great) - 

the sound of protest.  

In the coming nights for the more than two months I was in Iran, the 

chant of Allah Akbar at ten o’clock every night became a major feature of 

the political behavior of the Iranians. 

It was a striking and gripping scene in the dark. It brought ‘historical im-

ages’ from the Revolution 1979 to my mind. I was by then thirteen years old 

and in company of my mother or aunts chanted Allah Akbar in protest 

marches against the Shah. I wondered: “Has nothing changed ever since? 

Are we backing to the same point where we were, three decades ago?” 

The scene of this nightly call to God was spectacular. People gathered on 

the rooftop of houses or apartment buildings, old and young, even kids 

chanting Allah Akbar for approximately 20 minutes. On the roofs one could 

see the silhouettes of human beings, scared to be seen, identified, or shot by 

snipers. This picturesque and dramatic sight was captured by photographer 

Pietro Masturzo, who won the 2010 World Press Photo prize for his picture 

of three women on a rooftop in Tehran, chanting Allah Akbar. Chants of 

“God is great” sounded from roof to roof. Afterwards people used to call 

each other, in order to check how the chanting session had been in different 

parts of the city. I met people who had hoarse voices after all shouting the 

night before.  

In the café on the roof of Borj-e Sefid, people continuing their protest in 

spite of the Supreme Leader, rang the bells of ‘Death of the Father’. The 

‘Death of the Father’ is the social death of the source of political authority. It 

happens when there is a consensus among the people that all vital functions 

of the Father have ceased (Borneman 2004). That night the people of Tehran 

said No to their symbolic Father. The scream of a generation, now liberated 

from the authority of an oppressive Father, occupied the sky of Tehran at 

nights.  

Saturday 20 June  

On Saturday that week, a protest demonstration was planned to take place at 

5 pm on Meyadan Enghelab (the Revolution Square). The government did 

its best to break down all ways of communication. Cell phone and internet 

communication was interrupted. However, calls summoning people to join 

the demonstration were flowing through small media; face-to-face commu-
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nications in taxis, in shops and on the streets. One heard repeatedly: “Do not 

forget. 5 o’clock at Meyadan Enghelab.”  

In the morning that day, in a bookstore, I was talking with a young wom-

an, in her late teens, about a novel we both were looking at. When I was on 

my way to leave, she reminded me about the demonstration later that day in 

a voice hoarse from chanting. She said: “tou rou khoda biayan” (for God’s 

sake, come). In her gloomy voice there were glimpses of hope and fear.  

“There will be blood,” I wrote in my notebook before I left home at 4 to 

join the protest demonstration. The city was under siege. I never had seen 

Tehran like that. Paramilitary forces had occupied every main square and all 

the road intersections. The soldiers were middle-aged men with truncheons 

in their hands.  

I got out of the cab and headed toward the square to see what was going 

on there. On Vali Asr Avenue a few meters in front of me a young woman 

wearing a green waistband on her hand was going in the same direction. I 

was behind her and we were approaching the square crammed with middle-

aged paramilitary men with truncheons in their hands. The men had a ‘hez-

bollahi look’ (qiyafeh hezbollahi) wearing khaki pants, a plain shirt hanging 

down on the pants, boots. Some of them wore a Palestinian shawl, with an 

unshaven beard of two to three days. I panicked on her behalf. With her 

look, improperly veiled and with a green waistband, she would definitely not 

pass through unharmed. I expected her to take it off in the last moment. I 

wanted to ask her to go back or at least to take off the waistband, but how 

could I? It was her protest, her day. Probably this was a moment she had 

waited for so long, after many years of sexual harassments, of being subject 

to gender inequalities all her life. She went on with confident steps toward 

the middle-aged men with truncheons in their hands, and I after her.  

We came closer to the men, who used their truncheons upon young bodies 

just for chanting Allah o Akbar. ‘Historical images’ were now everywhere I 

looked. I again remembered being thirteen years old, on my way home from 

school. We had been released earlier that day. The principal announced in 

the loudspeaker that the authorities had ordered that all schools would be 

closed for a period of time. On the way home, together with other kids, I 

joined a protest march and chanted slogans against the Shah. Suddenly po-

lice forces attacked. They too, in plain cloth, hit us with truncheons. Pain and 

fear made me sleepless for several nights.  

“Has nothing changed since then?” I thought, walking behind the young 

woman with the green waistband, walking toward her truncheon hits. The 

generational difference between those middle-aged men with truncheons in 

their hands and the youngsters who chanted “Where is my vote?” was strik-

ing. In 1979, there had existed no such generational break between the op-

pressors and the oppressed.  

Arriving at the square, in a moment of tumult, the young woman with the 

green waistband disappeared from my sight. I searched around the square to 
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see a trace of her, but she was gone. How and where to? All streets and ways 

to the center of Tehran, where the protest manifestation was going on, were 

blocked. That day state brutality was exceptional. The level of violence that 

the regime used against the peaceful protestors was unexpected. The number 

of causalities is still unknown. Hundreds of men and women were arrested, 

many disappeared.  

That day went to history with the tragic death of Neda Agha-Soltan, a 

beautiful young woman, who was murdered by a gunshot to her chest. The 

moment when Neda was shot and blood came running from her mouth, nose 

and eyes, covering all her face, was caught by several mobile cameras. Pic-

tures and video clips of her death were broadcast over the World Wide Web 

within a few hours after the incident. Her death, described as “probably the 

most widely witnessed death in human history” (Mahr 2009), radicalized the 

revolt and she became the symbol for the Iranian youth protest. Iranians in 

exile hold the pictures of Agha-Soltan in front of their faces during their 

protests. Another iconic martyr of the youth protest movement was Sohrab 

Arabi, 19 years old. He had disappeared already a few days earlier, during 

the huge demonstration of June 15
th
. His body was found on the fringe of 

Tehran, killed by gunshot wounds.  

The symbolism of names in the political context of Iran is conspicuous. 

Neda, which in Persian means ‘voice’, and ‘calling message’ metaphorically, 

became a voice for the gender aspect of the political conflict between the 

young generation and the state. Groups, actions and websites have been 

named after her, e.g. Neda-ye Sabz (Green Voice), Neda-ye Azadi (Voice of 

freedom). In case of Sohrab it is a striking coincident that his name is also 

the name of a well-known Persian legend, which symbolizes generational 

conflict.  

Clashes of generations 

Generational conflict is ubiquitous in Iranian mythology. Prominent among 

the myths in the Book of Kings, (Shahnameh by Abolgham Ferdowsi from 

the 1000s) is the epic story of Sohrab. It is a story of the brief life and tragic 

death of a young hero, Sohrab, at the hands of his own father, Rostam, who 

is Iran’s greatest warrior. Sohrab has never met his father. Raised in a for-

eign land, he too has become a great warrior and decides to go to Iran to 

overthrow the Shah Kay Kavus. Being an enemy of the Shah makes him an 

enemy both of Iran and of God. His rebellion against the authorities puts him 

at war with his own father Rostam, who is Iran’s only chance to defeat 

Sohrab. Unaware of each other’s identities they fight and Rostam kills 

Sohrab (see Clinton 1987).  

The ‘father-son conflict’ or the ‘killing of the son’ (pesar koshi) is a deep-

rooted image in Iranian culture. Some Iranian writers have re-interpreted 
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Freud’s Oedipus complex and adapted it to the Iranian mythologies. The 

expert on Shahnameh, Mostafa Rahimi (1369/1990) argues that there is a 

‘Son-killing Complex’ (oqde-ye pesar koshi) in the Iranian culture (see also 

Davis 1999). In Rahimi’s analysis of the myth, Sohrab seeks a ‘new order’ 

(nazm-e nou), whereas Rostam is the hero of the ancien régime. For Rahimi 

“Sohrab’s war with Rostam is a battle between modernity (nouavari) and 

conservatism (mohafezekari)” (Rahimi 1369/1990:245). Hence, the confron-

tation is inevitable. “Sohrab revolts not only against the political and social 

system but also against the family system” (ibid:243). Rostam must either 

kill Sohrab or abandon power. He chooses the first option. He denies the fact 

that Sohrab is his son. For him Sohrab is just an enemy from a ‘foreign 

land’, who must be eliminated. Another ‘son-killing’ tragedy in Iranian my-

thology is the story of Siavash, also from Shahnameh. Siavash is a young 

warrior who is indirectly sent to death by his father.  

The father/son conflict is also reflected in numerous Persian expressions, 

which praise the ‘father’ and disparage the ‘son’. The harsh patriarchal atti-

tude of Iranian society glorifies the ‘manliness’ of mardha-ye ghadimi (the 

men of older times) as compared to that of the young men. For instance, 

there are expressions such as ‘the son has no sign or quality from his father’ 

(pesar ko nadrad neshan az pedar), ‘no son takes his father’s place’ (hich 

pesari jay-e pedarash ra nemigirad) or ‘smoke rises from the log’ (doud az 

konde boland mishe) refer to the superiority of the father over the son. Alt-

hough this superiority is also meant to be intellectual, the emphasis is on 

physical masculinity. In the expression ‘smoke rises from the log’, the log is 

a metaphor for the physical strength of old men. The young people are la-

beled ‘vegetable oil-kids’ (bacheha-ye roqan nabati) to refer to the weaker 

body of youths. The older men are supposed to have consumed ‘animal-oil’ 

(roqan-e heyvani) and therefore to be stronger. 

Since 2001, a new emic generational classification has emerged in the 

public debates. The basis of this classification is the Revolution of 1979, and 

it does not match any analytical classification of generations. The young 

generation labels itself ‘the Third Generation’ (nasl-e sevoum). The concept 

refers to those, who were born after the Revolution. They were those who 

the clergy hoped would be ‘children of the Revolution’, whom Ayatollah 

Khomeini called ‘an army of twenty millions’. 

The First Generation made the Revolution. At the time of the Revolution, 

they were in their twenties and older. They had spent their youth under the 

regime of the Shah and had experience of pre-revolutionary Iran. In the 

1970s, thanks to the oil boom, they witnessed a relatively expansive econo-

my and a Westernization of urban life. They lived their youth in an Iran con-

nected to the global community. To make it one of the most modern coun-

tries in the world was an explicit ambition of the Shah. What unites the First 

Generation as a generation is, however, their experiences of the Revolution. 

The Second Generation (to which I belong) was in their early teens at the 
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time of the Revolution, born between 1965 and 1970. They have vague 

memories of the time prior to the Revolution. What unites us as a generation 

is spending our formative years during the eight year long war with Iraq 

between 1980 and 1988. This generation makes up a large part of the expat-

riates who left Iran in the 1980s. The Third Generation, who have just come 

of age, make up more than half of the present population and have no 

memory at all of the Revolution. Unlike the First and Second Generations, 

the people of the Third Generation have been totally formed under the rule 

of the Islamic regime. In their own words: “We are the product of the Islam-

ic Republic.” 

With more than half of the population under 20 years old, Iran is one of 

the most youthful nations in the world. Iran’s population increased drastical-

ly from almost 33 million in 1976 to more than 70 million in 2006. Accord-

ing to the national census in 1996, 68 per cent out of the total population are 

29 years old or younger, that is, born after the Revolution (1979) - the Third 

Generation. The youth category in Iranian statistics is defined as those be-

tween 15 and 24. In 2006 this category made up almost 25 per cent of the 

total population in Iran (Statistical Centre of Iran, 1385/2006). The sudden 

huge demographic change during only two decades has caused huge social 

difficulties. Incapable of meeting the demands of young people and fuelled 

by ‘moral panic’ (Cohen 1972), the Islamic Republic views the youngsters 

as ‘a threat to the health and security’ of the society. The young, associated 

with an ‘ethical crisis’ (bouhran-e akhlaghi) in the society, are depicted as 

self-alienated, unauthentic, bidard (lit. without pain) and biarman (devoid of 

ideology).  

Today, the members of the discontent ‘Third Generation’ are producing a 

social movement of change that permeates different layers of Iranian society. 

Their disjunction with the former generation was explicitly formulated as a 

rejection of their parent’s lifestyles, experiences, and norms.  
Karl Mannheim in his classic essay ‘The Problem of Generation’ (1952) 

asserts that a generation is a group of people who confront the same histori-

cal events. Not all members of a generation react to an event in the same 

way, but what makes a group a generation is its connection to that event and 

to shared historical and social experiences. Each generation thus differs from 

other generations. Developing Mannheim’s theorizing on generations, 

Borneman asserts that generational disposition refers to the objective condi-

tions and environment in which a generation live and to which they react. 

“[A] generation is determined not only by the shared problems of the time, 

but by the responses to these shared problems” (Borneman 1992:48). Each 

generation’s experiences are categorized and periodized by aesthetic and 

ideational frameworks set in relation to the policies of the state and other 

historical contingencies (Borneman 1992:285). Social and historical events 

and objective conditions become articulated in terms of generational con-

sciousness. Furthermore, the social organization of any generation is built on 
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the members’ place in the social division of labor, their differential access to 

information, and their local, national, and transnational connections. Genera-

tional consciousness is often seen as articulated in terms of youth culture and 

symbolism. By the creativity in social and symbolic practices and the selec-

tive use of global youth culture, Iranian young people construct individual as 

well as generational identity. In the influential youth studies of the ‘Bir-

mingham School’ of the 1970s and 1980s, youth culture has been ap-

proached as a class culture and accordingly within the framework of hegem-

ony and resistance (see Willis 1977; Hall and Jefferson 1983). Youth culture, 

however, is both generational and class-based. It is generational in the sense 

that youth is a life stage within which a certain youth culture exists and in 

some way challenges the adult generation (Pais 2000), but also in the sense 

that each cohort of youngsters faces new problems. Youth culture in Tehran 

varies more with generation than with class. The authorities in Iran suppress 

young people, whether they are from the upper middle class or from the 

working class. The hegemonic order created by the parental generation has 

somehow caused a homogenization of the youngsters’ demands. Youth cul-

ture does not idealize classlessness but puts the class background in the 

shadows. It can be defined as knowledge learned outside the established 

curricula of school or family (Thornton 1995).  

Generational conflict is also reflected in popular culture, such as cinema 

and music. Two Iranian films dealing with the father-son conflict, mentioned 

above, are named after these legends, Sohrab (by Said Soheyli, 2000) and 

Siavash (by Saman Moghadam, 1999). Interestingly, unlike in the legends, 

in the movies it is the father who is indirectly sent to death by the son. Other 

films have also been produced about the generational conflicts in contempo-

rary Iran, such as Dead Wave (by Ebrahim Hatami Kia, 2001), which offers 

one of the best depictions of such conflicts. Ebrahim Hatami Kia, the direc-

tor, illustrates the widening break between the two generations. On one side, 

there is a ‘generation without ideology’ (nasl-e biarman), which is making 

its own world by modern means (satellite, internet, or film). On the other 

hand, there are fragments left over from a generation infatuated with ideo-

logical dogmatism. 

Spaces of defiance  

Different spaces offer different opportunities to contest power. Michel de 

Certeau (1984) describes two opposed forms of power wielding in relation to 

spatial practices: ‘strategies’ and ‘tactics’. ‘Strategies’ create and control 

specifically marked ‘places’ by putting them under the control of the power-

ful state. Opposed to these are ‘tactics’ that appear in situations which are 

not completely under the control. Tactics produce ‘spaces’. ‘Tactics’ rely on 

the use of time. Those who employ tactics are “always on the watch for op-
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portunities that must be seized ‘on the wing’” (de Certeau 1984:xix). Re-

sistance builds on catching the elusive moment when it is possible to realize 

individual preferences, when individuals can challenge the rigid organization 

of place and turn it into a space for defiance. de Certeau argues that the op-

pressed cannot escape the system, which has dominated them, but can con-

tinually manipulate events within the system in order to precipitate “frag-

mentary and fragile victories of the weak” (1984). These tactics are not nec-

essarily political in the sense of organized and institutionalized political 

goals and actions, but are usually tricks and distortions that subvert the re-

pressive order at an individual level. These ‘everyday practices’ enable peo-

ple to survive the oppressive structure of society, and achieve limited practi-

cal kinds of autonomy. People create alternative spaces for social actions and 

ideas. In the context of my book on the resistant youth of Iran, this included 

shopping malls in Tehran, basements (used for playing rock), coffee shops 

functioning as meeting places for the young, mountain retreats north of Teh-

ran; all places that act as sites for the expression of alternative ideas, opin-

ions, and even moralities. 

Although the book was about resistance, it tried to go beyond what Scott 

calls the “everyday forms of resistance” (1985) to look at the pervasive dis-

satisfaction among Tehrani young people, who not only defy the authorities 

but also oppose the parental generation and question the very basis of the 

hegemonic social order. Individual acts of defiance and cultural escape were 

dominant aspects of young people’s social life. Not necessarily part of orga-

nized acts of resistance, they can be seen as simple acts intended to chal-

lenge and provoke the representatives of the authorities. Given the long his-

tory of despotism, a culture of mistrust and hostility has developed between 

the central power and the Iranian people. A large part of what a scholar 

might classify as the ‘glorious resistance’ of Iranians against the regime is 

partly a national habitus that goes back a long way in history. These forms of 

everyday ‘resistance’ “require little or no coordination or planning; they 

often represent a form of individual self-help; and they typically avoid any 

direct symbolic confrontation with authority” (Scott 1985:29). This is seen 

ubiquitously among Iranians but is rarely referred to as moqavemat (re-

sistance). Since a large part of everyday activities among young people are 

classed as criminal by the Islamic state, even trivial acts such as dancing or 

wearing a T-shirt can be seen as ‘resistance’. While Tehrani youngsters 

dance or mingle with the opposite sex at a party, they presumably do not 

consider whether they are resisting, doing moqavemat. Yet in acting as they 

do, they in effect reject the subject position the regime attempts to impose 

upon them, whether they intend to or not. I would like to make a distinction 

between resistance as a deliberate and organized response to state oppression 

(e.g. student movements) and the practice of defiance as a spontaneous, un-

coordinated everyday challenging of the social order.  
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The state has created an official regime of ‘display’ and also of ‘consump-

tion’ (for example, the basiji style and Karbala rituals). It has also created 

and encouraged officially sanctioned and channeled desires, including an 

unending stream of sacrificial desires (for example, in the form of willing 

martyrdom). Alongside this official regime, the younger generation has de-

veloped its own oppositional order of ‘display’, including consumption that 

generates a carnivalesque ‘desire’, which is individualistic, sexualized, and 

to a large extent Western inspired. 

While the Islamic Republic in Iran imposes its will in the form of the stra-

tegic control of place, the young generation’s tactics exploit opportunities to 

transform place into space. They do this through their ‘improper’ behavior, 

language, and humor, by forms of veiling, the use of ‘incorrect’ colors, or 

consumption in the Golestan shopping center, during a ride in a taxi (when 

having an erotic moment or a passionate political discussion), in coffee 

shops (imagining kharej), playing rock music in basements or hiking in the 

mountains, young Tehranis defy the imposed social orders, albeit in short-

lived and place-specific ways (cf. de Certeau 1984:37). Public space in post-

revolutionary Iran has been a stage for contestation between the official re-

gime of display and the oppositional ones of the young generation. The 

Third Generation has created its own carnivalesque rituals. Their ritual is not 

a moment of anti-structure in a dialectical process of structure-making, nor is 

it a place of non-structure. It is, rather, the limit and opponent of official 

structure. It displays through parody and distortion the limitations and inef-

fectiveness of the hegemonized order (Kelly and Kaplan 1990:137). Parody-

ing conventional traditions has been the way for young Iranians to challenge 

the hegemonized order, for instance through celebrating a Hossein Party or 

Chahrshanbeh Souri, the Iranian Fire Festival, where the emphasis is on a 

Persian identity rather than an Islamic one (see Khosravi 2008).  

Final remarks 

In the view of many people, Iran was in the time of the Shah on its way to-

wards tajadud (modernity), whereas the Islamic Revolution moved the coun-

try back to the old sonat (tradition). The life mission of the Shah was to 

drive Iran to ‘the Gate of Civilization’ (darvaze-ye tamadon) and to make it 

‘one of the five most modern countries in the world’. In contrast, it is fre-

quently said that “the Islamic regime has put Iran 1,400 years [the age of 

Islam] back in history.” 

The history of Iran in the twentieth century is usually discussed by Irani-

ans in terms of the dichotomy sonat/tajadud. The relationship between the 

two poles has played a crucial role in the configuration of contemporary 

socio-cultural patterns in Iran. The clergy have consistently opposed tajadud. 

By their ‘anti-modern’ politics they were able to manipulate the discontent 
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with the modernization program of the Shah. In the 1960s and 1970s, an 

extended range of secular intellectuals shared the clergy’s antagonism to the 

modernization policies of the Shah. The rhetoric of ‘Weststruckness’ man-

aged to attract secular groups who believed that the Shah’s project of mod-

ernization was stripping Iran of its cultural identity. 

The theocracy opposes what it regards as the defining feature of tajadud 

(modernity) among Iranians, namely self-assertion. ‘Self-assertion’ refers to 

a social, political, and philosophical emphasis upon the autonomous individ-

ual in contrast to collective identity. 

For young Tehranis the present order of things is associated with the Is-

lamic tradition. To not identify with this tradition is interpreted by young 

people and the authorities alike as a sign of rejection of the present order of 

things. The core of this rejection is ‘celebrating the self’, which clashes with 

the idea of ‘normative modesty’. The latter promotes ‘self-abasement’ 

through its emphasis on ‘romantic poverty’, ‘glamorous death’ (martyrdom), 

effacement (veiling), and normative modesty. This order denies the individ-

ual autonomy and her personal needs and desires are decried. ‘Self-assertion’ 

has been seen by the authorities as a sign of defiance and insubordination.  

‘Normative modesty’ has been constructed on the basis of elements from 

Sufism, the relationship between pupil and master (morid/morad), Shiite 

rituals, the patriarchal structure in the family, and a preference for modesty. 

The incompatibility of ‘self-abasement’ and ‘self-assertion’ partly represents 

tensions between a ‘traditional’ lifestyle and the newly available means of 

‘modernity’, for example transnationally traveling mass media messages and 

commodities (Appadurai 1996:3-4). ‘Celebration of self’ and ‘self-

assertion’, however, have been described as being the main features of mod-

ernity (Lasch 1980; Blumenberg 1983). Accordingly, the clash between the 

‘normative modesty’ and defiant young people is interpreted as a conflict 

between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’. 

The Green Movement, which started in June 2009 with the simple slogan: 

‘Where is my vote?’ symbolizes the clash between imposed self-abasement 

(absence of agency, total loyalty to the Leader) and self-assertion (citizen-

ship, and individual autonomy). The future of Iran is determined by this bat-

tle.  
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Paolo Favero: Visions of India among Young 
Metropolitan Middle-Class Men in Delhi – 
From Life-Stories to Public Visual Culture 

Introduction 

In January 2009, exactly ten years after I first settled down in Delhi for my 

ethnographic fieldwork on young middle-class men, globalization and cul-

tural identity, I was back in India’s capital city for the purpose of designing a 

new research project focusing on digital arts and activism. The city original-

ly attracted me for its capacity to blend messages coming from all over the 

world into a coherent (yet seemingly disjointed) whole. Now it was, with all 

its contradictions and hopes, an evident symbol of that new ‘Tiger India’, of 

which I had discovered the first phases of emergence through my interlocu-

tors’ enthusiasm as described in my previous work (Favero 2005). What was 

in the making ten years before was now under everyone’s eyes. A new state-

of-the-art subway connected the city’s most distant neighborhoods. New 

priority lanes had been constructed in the centre of the city for brand new 

air-conditioned busses. Shopping malls, clubs, cinemas and restaurants had 

popped up as mushrooms in most neighborhoods. Besides being visible in 

such displays of opulence, the new phase of material modernity was visible 

also in a number of disappearances. Many slums, poorer neighborhoods and 

abusive shop prolongations that had previously characterized the public im-

age of the city had disappeared. So had also most of the old Ambassador 

taxis, giving space to new air-conditioned cars.  

My key interlocutors, once emerging young entrepreneurs (proper ‘social 

climbers’) eager to exploit the new opportunities offered by the opening of 

India’s economy to the global market, had now entered a new phase of life. 

Anil, my tour leader friend was the proud owner of a three storey villa in 

Noida; Rohit, the car dealership owner, had received an MA from a Dutch 

university and was pedaling fast towards new business ventures; Neeraj, the 

upcoming journalist, was a UN diplomat in Liberia; and Jaideep, the tennis 

coach who had renounced a managerial career in the US for pursuing his 

sports dreams in India had succeeded in establishing the largest ever tennis 

academy in South Asian history. I will tell more about these stories below. 

Their original ‘gambling’ enthusiasm for the new era had been reciprocated 

with personal success. Their stories told something important about the new 
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India, a country which, with all its compromises and difficulties, was dream-

ing of a new historical phase, a Kalyug8, bringing the country back at the 

centre of world history. Theirs was one of the cultural narratives regarding 

India’s transformation, to use a recurrent way of phrasing it, from an ‘Ele-

phant’ into a ‘Tiger’ (or perhaps as Dipankar Gupta (2009) warned us, into a 

‘Phoenix’).  

Being back again in Delhi, I could not but rewind and review my past in-

volvement with the city and to reflect about my location in this field of re-

search. This article constitutes a re-thinking of my previous work in Delhi, 

but also a critical look ahead, towards a new potential engagement with the 

very idea of ‘India’. Its focus is the changing visions of India held by the 

‘middle class’9 as these visions have expressed themselves during the ten 

years I have been involved with this field. My fieldwork started in 1999, one 

decade after the declaration of India’s entry into the global market, officially 

launched in year 1991 with the economic reforms designed by finance minis-

ter Manmohan Singh (now India’s Prime Minister). This period was witness 

to the most intense growth in instances of pride in India and in hopes for a 

great future for the country. As Mira Kamdar (2007) described it, the last 

decades have been characterized by a common, widespread idea that histori-

cally “this moment belongs to India” (p. 3). As most authors have suggested 

(cf. Kamdar 2007, Varma 2003 and 2005 and Taroor 2007) such feelings 

were particularly strong among the young of the country, who believed that 

they were the real movers and makers of this change. My interlocutors, who 

belonged to that category of emerging middle-class youth who in the late 

nineties were conventionally depicted as ‘Westtoxicated’ (cf. Gupta 2000), 

were in fact vivid examples of such changing attitudes towards India’s fu-

ture. In their life-world, a growing faith in India would merge with the idea 

                                                      
8 According to Hindu mythology Kalyug or Kali Yuga is the fourth and final era in the spiritu-

al evolution of man. 
9
 For reasons of space I will leave out discussions of a number of critical concepts such as, in 

particular, ‘middle class’, ‘modernity’ and ‘hybridity’. The first term, ‘middle class’, is used 

as it is emically used in popular discourse in urban India. Acknowledging the problematic 

meaning of this notion in this context I opted to define as middle class, according to Indian 

popular culture standards, someone who is a privileged person, has received schooling, speaks 

English, lives in a house made of bricks and possesses some kind of transportation vehicle. I 

will use ‘modernity’ partly as an ‘emic’ term, for one of the changing phantasms evoked by 

my informants and partly, inspired by Mitchell (2000) and Rofel (2001), analytically as that 

arena, on which different cultural narratives meet and reshape each other, thus where the very 

meaning of being modern and traditional is created. I use ‘hybridity’ primarily in the terms of 

what Bakhtin (1981) called ‘organic hybridity’ i.e. as an unconscious integration of new 

images, words and objects, part and parcel of the life-world of my interlocutors (crucial to the 

context producing the Indian middle class) rather than a transgressive stance (cf. Werbner and 

Modood 1996).  



 8 3  

that being ‘cool’, ‘cosmopolitan’ and ‘modern’ was no longer synonymous 

with copying the ‘West’ but rather with being proudly ‘Indian’ (i.e. inverting 

the meaning of the so-called ‘colonial dichotomies’, cf. Gupta 1998). In the 

following years such notions gained enough momentum to eventually be-

come part and parcel also of the international (Western) image of India.  

This paper will offer a window onto this progressive emergence of new 

visions of India and of its future role in a global world order and to the pro-

gressive re-enchantment of youth with India. These visions implied the 

branding of a ‘Tiger India’ - an idea of splendor originally epitomized by 

BJP’s motto ‘India Shining’ and later by the campaign ‘Incredible India’, 

launched by the Ministry of Tourism. Structured in three main parts, the 

paper will open with a brief vignette setting the stage for my analysis and 

then offer a description of the context in which my field interlocutors live. I 

will then describe how instances of pride in a ‘Tiger India’ are expressed in 

their intimate stories and biographies and show how the new images have 

led to a progressive change in stances of cultural identification and to new 

community formations. With the help of a narrative based on photographic 

documentation I will then proceed to analyze how such notions are mirrored 

in the public visual culture of Delhi. 

Prologue: About a matchbox 

One day in fall, ten years ago, I am sitting on a fence in Janpath Lane, in the 

middle of one of Delhi’s most popular tourist markets. This small lane, 

which crosses Janpath, one of imperial Delhi’s central arteries, offers an 

incredible variety of visible signs expressing different stories and visions of 

India and of its interactions with the outside world. It thus constitutes a privi-

leged point of observation for the various flows of meaning crossing the city. 

There you find tourists buying Indian items such as kurtas10, incense holders, 

cheap jewelry, bronzes of dancing Lord Shivas, etc. and Indians buying cop-

ies of ‘American’ jeans and T-shirts. You find beggars, hijras11 and white 

European Hare Krishna adepts, begging for food. At this time, I am gossip-

ing as usual with a group of young male tour leaders who used to meet here 

both to relax and to share the latest news about the world of tourism, when I 

get tapped by one of them, Anil. He puts a matchbox in my hand, indicating 

that I should pass it on to Bharat. Before I do so, Anil taps me again, calling 

my attention to a young woman passing in front of us. Dressed in a red and 

gold salwar-qamiz12 she swings her long black plait around looking at the 

                                                      
10 The Indian long shirts. 
11 The Hindi term for a eunuch, hermaphrodite or transvestite. 
12 The salwar-qamiz is the traditional dress for women in North India, consisting of a long 

kurta (a shirt) and a pair of trousers.. 
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merchandise exposed by the vendors. Anil comments on her beauty and ele-

gance. His friends join in, until Bharat distracts us all, calling our attention to 

another woman, a blonde tourist in shorts and T-shirt, who is purchasing a 

Tibetan bag at one of the stalls. Their eyes cling on to her for some time until 

they encounter a tall white man with long blonde hair and a long reddish 

beard. Wearing a colorful kurta and a couple of heavy bead necklaces, he is 

just leaving one of the nearby Kashmiri souvenir shops. My interlocutors 

look at each other and laugh. “Yet another enlightened Westerner, huh?” 

Anil exclaims. Bharat adds, “Yeah! Another one, searching for his soul in 

India!” They laugh out loud over the stereotypical visions of India held by 

Westerners. Paradoxically they themselves assert that Indian superiority is 

certified by the large number of Euro-Americans coming to India to receive 

wisdom. It is during this pause that I realize that I still have the matchbox in 

my hands. It carries the label ‘Delhi’ and the subtext ‘Export Quality’. Be-

tween the texts there is a small drawing of the Gateway of India, the well-

known Bombay memorial to the visit of the British King and Queen in 1911. 

The back of the box displays the printed price, surmounted by a drawing of 

Walt Disney’s Uncle Scrooge. I pass the matchbox on to Bharat who lights 

his cigarette. Then we go back to looking at street life again. 
To me this mundane event was a striking example of the multireferential 

cultural habitat13, within which my interlocutors lived, illustrating how the 

abstract notions of ‘India’ and ‘West’, ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’ inhabit the 

public culture of Delhi. The matchbox merged, within the space of a few 

square centimeters, signs summing up very different stories of contemporary 

India and its interaction with the outside world, echoing my friends’ reading 

of the country as in constant dialogue with the outside, but capable of ab-

sorbing any element from it without losing its identity. The Delhi sign and 

the picture of the Bombay monument, for instance, highlighted ‘Indian-ness’ 

and India’s magnificent cultural heritage. The notion that India had absorbed 

the colonial heritage and made it its own ran parallel to the pride expressed 

by the young men, when viewing the Parliament area - a symbol of British 

rule over India. The matchbox seemed also tune down the potential tension 

between the simultaneous references to Bombay and Delhi, suggesting that 

India is ‘one large inclusive whole’ as one of them once said. Why worry if a 

matchbox labeled ‘Delhi’ in fact displayed a symbol of Bombay? The 

matchbox crystallized the character of my interlocutors’ discourse on India 

as well as the semiotics of the spaces in which I conducted fieldwork. 
The ‘Export Quality’ label on the matchbox told us the story of a country 

still ‘catching up’ with the rest of the world and for which whatever is for-

eign is superior. The presence of Walt Disney’s capitalist hero on the back of 

the box also stressed how the ‘West’ functions as an attractive symbol or at 

                                                      
13 I adapt here Bauman’s term ‘habitat of meaning’ [1992 and cf. also Hannerz 1998b] to 

indicate the web of meanings in which social actors are immersed. 
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least as a popularly recognizable sign. Anyway, when I got back to Delhi last 

year I found a matchbox of the same label. It was just the same, but with one 

exception. The ‘Quality Export’ sign was missing (see photo below). 

 
 

This little change was apparently insignificant, but reminded me of the 

growing pride in India that my interlocutors had demonstrated to me years 

before, perceiving it as a country on the way to become a superpower. The 

disappearance of the ‘Quality Export’ sign suggested that India no longer 

needs to affirm quality on the basis of a comparison based on the foreign 

markets: “the best stuff is made to stay here”, the box seemed to say. It mate-

rialized an ideological shift in the making among the middle-class men that I 

studied during fieldwork, now becoming more and more evident and wide-

spread. 

Place, people, phantasm – The stage 

Delhi is a city historically composed of seven cities, each of them function-

ing as capital for their respective empires and kingdoms. From the mytho-

logical dynasty of the Pandava in the Mahabharata, to the Hindu reigns, the 

Islamic Mughals and finally the British, Delhi has been a catalyst for people 

and ideas coming from many directions and the locus of many transfor-

mations. With Partition (from Pakistan), which led to a doubling of the city’s 

population within two months, Delhi became a safe haven for refugees com-

ing from the other side of the new border. With the post 1991 era of liberali-

zation it became, as one of my informants told me, “a city of aspirants”. 
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Delhi has had a higher rate of job creation and a more affluent market than 

other Indian megacities. In the past decade it has turned into an attractive 

business and industrial center, the “epicenter of India's economic moderniza-

tion” as a journalist for India Today wrote (Saran 1999). According to year 

2000 figures, in the period from 1991 to 1999, the population of the city 

grew by 43 per cent. Today, Delhi is a metropolis of 15 million inhabitants. 

69 per cent of its population are not born in the city.14 Bombay has been con-

ventionally known to be the “metaphor of Indian modernity’ (cf. Patel and 

Thorner 1995), but Delhi has provided to be a relevant (and perhaps more 

up-to-date) alternative for filling this function. 

In my original fieldwork in Delhi, I directed my attention to environments 

of work and leisure that represented hubs of new ideas and influences, and 

ended up with a map of interlocutors scattered in the most varied parts of the 

city and with varied backgrounds.  
My informants were people such as Anil, the young tour leader men-

tioned above. Born in 1969, he had found in tourism a way to escape from 

what he called a boring life and from an area of the city that he thought had 

nothing to offer. His family had limited economic resources and lived in the 

northern outskirts of Delhi, but Anil excelled in school. He got a degree in 

history from Delhi University and after an MA he also started teaching there. 

Suddenly, however, he decided to leave academia for the world of tourism. 

Discovering that Italy was an emerging market not yet exploited by Delhi’s 

tourism entrepreneurs, Anil decided to study Italian intensively. Over the 

years he became one of the key referents of the city for Italian charter com-

panies. He is today the owner of a three-storey house in Noida, one of Del-

hi’s upcoming suburbs, a successful tour leader and jewelry dealer. He has 

developed an interest in Indian palmistry and astrology.  

Then I met Rohit, at the time a twenty-four year-old manager of the Delhi 

branch of a Bombay-based family run car dealership. Having grown up in an 

affluent family in Bombay, after having completed his college studies, Rohit 

studied for a few months in the US. After joining the family business again 

he embarked, just a few years ago, on studying for an MBA degree in Hol-

land and completed this successfully. 

Rohit introduced me to his age-mate and best friend, Neeraj, who worked 

as India correspondent for the Japan Broadcasting Corporation, NHK. Neeraj 

came from a lower middle-class area in Western Delhi where he lived to-

gether with his father, a retired civil servant, his mother, a retired teacher, 

and a younger brother, who was an army officer. Through his parents’ sacri-

fices, Neeraj had been able to study journalism. In 2001 he left for England 

to take a master’s degree. Going abroad was for him not a matter of desire 

                                                      
14 For more material on Delhi, cf. Menon 2000, Dupont, Tarlo and Vidal 2000, Jain 1990 and 

1996, Delhi Master Plan 2021, Rahman 2005.  
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for new experiences, but rather a way of securing a better future for himself 

and his family.  

Rohit is today a successful businessman fully occupied with setting up 

new ventures and Neeraj a UN-diplomat (specialized in setting up radio sta-

tions in former war-zones) currently based in Liberia. 

Jaideep was a young man, born in 1973, who had migrated to the US at 

the age of 19. I met him on the very day he had returned from the US, where 

he spent some few years working for an international taxation office. “One 

day I had enough, I bought a one-way ticket and now I’m back home, man!” 

he told me at that first encounter. In Delhi, Jaideep started making a living 

out of coaching tennis, his big love and a strategy that according to him 

would have been impossible in India just a few years before. The father of 

Jaideep is a retired army officer and his mother a retired teacher. This is an 

elite family, yet one unable to offer him much financial support. Jaideep, as 

mentioned at the beginning of this article, is now the director of the largest 

and most successful tennis academy in South Asia. 

Pragun, the best friend of Jaideep, is the son of the owner of one of the 

most successful travel agencies in Delhi. After studying for a few years in 

the US, Pragun joined his father’s business, where he still works full-time. 

He is in care of its most expanding sector, outgoing tourism, i.e. handling 

local clients purchasing trips to Europe, US and East Asia. Today Pragun has 

become a father. 

The examples above are sufficient to give you a sense of the life trajecto-

ries and networks I got involved in through these individuals. Despite their 

differences in background (all of them privileged in some sense) my inter-

locutors all represented the entry into a new era for the Indian middle-class, 

one filled with great hopes for change. They all shared a concern for finding 

a more “stimulating and rewarding” way of living. They wanted to avoid 

arranged marriages and to choose their girlfriends and friends on their own 

and not necessarily within community boundaries defined by caste, class and 

ethnicity. These young men thus can be said to embody the Indian transition 

into a more individualized society and ‘Modernity’ in the sociological sense. 

As middle-class entrepreneurs they considered the opening of India to the 

global market as a good thing and as a key-event, making it possible for 

them to fulfill their personal careers and individual ambitions. Their in-

volvement in wide networks of both career and leisure was a constitutive 

part of their identity and part of a ‘symbolic capital’ (Bourdieu 1986) that 

they carefully and consciously administered both at work and in private life 

and through which they created and demarcated their status.  

A process was in the making, which I found even more evident and wide-

spread across classes during my return trip in 2004. My friends had started to 

approach India as the place to be, a place where dreams could come true, 

whether relating to work, sexuality or leisure. The place they all seemed to 

criticize and wanted to escape from when they were younger was now offer-
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ing Indian versions of the so-called ‘American’ dream of possible riches 

open also to people, who in contrast to my friends had humble origins in 

terms of material resources. During my latest field visit, I met many new 

individuals telling me such stories, pointing toward a strong belief in India’s 

potentiality. One among many, Madhab (today aged 35), came to Delhi at 

age 20 as a barefoot migrant from a village in Orissa. After a life of strata-

gems, he has today opened up a film production company and is getting 

acknowledged as one of the hopes for the new Indian cinema. Madhab too 

spent a few years in the US, but thought that it was only in India that he 

could achieve what he wanted. He came back and made it big. My ethnogra-

phy could go on much longer in this direction, but this may suffice to point 

to this emerging faith in India and its future, and also to state that most of 

these middle-class men, as I described above, proved right, at least in terms 

of their own careers. 

Given the differences in background and life trajectories, what actually 

kept these men together and made them identify with each other? They did 

indeed share a desire for living a ‘different life’ from that of their parents 

and community, but I also noticed how they shared a common way of using 

imagination. They shared a ‘fluid’ way of defining themselves and what 

surrounded them, one that constantly played with abstract notions such as 

‘India’, ‘West’, ‘modernity’, ‘tradition’, i.e. with what I labeled ‘phantasms’ 

(cf. Favero 2005 and 2003). They also shared a common way of relating and 

imagining ‘India’, a particular hybrid phantasm that had become the centre 

of their attraction and love. In the coming sections I will briefly discuss these 

issues. In order to do this, I have, however, to introduce the reader to my 

usage of the notion of the phantasm, which provides a kind of key of access 

to the theory underlining my understanding of the making of the contempo-

rary metropolitan image of India. The idea of inserting this particular analyt-

ical concept was born through my observations during fieldwork. The ongo-

ing changes of position that my interlocutors would express with regards to 

their cultural identity were often numbing me. Within the lapse of a single 

conversation the same person could switch from defining himself as ‘West-

ernized Indian’ or ‘cosmopolite’ to reiterate his position as ‘traditional’, 

‘average’, ‘plain middle-class Indian’. Most of those attempts at positioning 

seemed to be triggered, as in the vignette at the beginning, by visual signs, 

materializations in space of the just mentioned abstract notions. Such signs, 

the meaning of which was at once shared but also highly subjectively inter-

preted, would awaken feelings and passions in the young men, and be incor-

porated into wider discussions and re-definitions of India and their own 

place within it. The concept of ‘phantasm’ is, in my usage, a means to ex-

plain this process, and refers to historically constructed collective representa-

tions, played out through and colored by individual interpretation. The 

‘phantasm’ was the instrument, through which my interlocutors approached, 

interpreted, felt and contextualized the images that surrounded them. As a 
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literary metaphor, the ‘phantasm’ allowed me to portray the shifting and 

emotional approaches that my interlocutors displayed in their own comments 

and observations. The concept perhaps leads the reader to think in terms of 

spheres of distorted perception. However, my usage instead reflects a partic-

ular line of thought, that goes from Aristotle to Lacan and finally to Giorgio 

Agamben (1993), who used the concept to describe what links and at the 

same time blurs the boundary between the internal and the external, the real 

and the imaginary. The phantasm is what mediates, according to him, not 

only between agents and their external space but also between the ‘here’ and 

‘there’, the ‘now’ and ‘then’ of our daily experiences, between emotion and 

intellect, between collective and individual images. It brings together dis-

courses and memories that lie unspoken in our everyday lives, in my case 

with different geographical and historical roots (cf. also Ivy 1995). A tool for 

acting on the world, the ‘phantasm’ therefore permits the incorporation of 

the ‘Other’, the far away, the ‘elsewhere’ and ‘elsewhen’, into locality and 

the present.
15

 Acting like a streak of lightning, the phantasm, in my view, 

crystallizes different discourses and representations within the glimpse of the 

moment, making available to the observer the understanding that social ac-

tors have of the situation they have encountered. Momentary and context-

dependent, the phantasm is not, however, born in a void. Like lightning it is 

created by the encounter of different streams. When evoked by my inform-

ants, for instance, ‘India’ and the ‘West’ refer to collective representations, 

but the meaning is filtered by the actors’ identifications, emotions and per-

sonal agendas. 

To give an example of my usage of ‘phantasm’ as an analytical term 

through the opening vignette, a phantasm of ‘India’ is evoked by my inform-

ants through the attractive black plait of the woman in the salwar-qamiz, and 

one of the ‘West’ in the exposed and tempting body of the Western tourist. 

The two phantasms appear together in the ascribed enlightened look of the 

bearded man. Each phantasm evokes a series of representations with varied 

trajectories and associated with varied feelings. They lead my informants to 

reconsider the meaning of ‘India’, its history and its interactions with the 

‘West’, and their ambivalent feelings toward their country and its former 

rulers. Through the phantasm, they re-evaluate the significance of colonial-

ism and globalization and relocate themselves within the exchanges that 

have characterized Indian history. 

 

                                                      
15

 I must mention that in the past few years the term ‘phantasm’ has been recognized as a tool 

useful for addressing the intersection between individual experiences, modernity and city life 

(cf. Pile 2005).   
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The Trishanku predicament – Cultural identity and 

imagination  

 
 

Juggling with the ‘phantasms’ was far more than an individual and superfi-

cial pastime for my interlocutors. A common way of relating everyday life 

events to such phantasms and the capacity to enact switches between the 

evoked phantasms functioned as sources for mutual recognition among 

them. Their bonding was based on the capacity to play with the meaning of 

‘India’ and ‘West’, ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’, and to manage to switch 

between these notions while presenting ‘India’ (this hybrid mythologized 

entity) as the key source of identification. This immaterial, imagination-

based process would allow the creation of a very concrete sense of commun-

ity. To underline this process, my interlocutors’ ongoing identification pro-

cesses can be likened with the figure of Trishanku, the mythological king, 

who got trapped in a swinging between sky and earth. Rather than being a 

matter of selecting between opposite ends (and having therefore to choose 

between singular and plural forms, i.e. identity vs. identities) identity is an 

ongoing production constantly open to modification and questioning. The 

very swinging itself defines a particular identity stance. Let me give you a 

couple of examples of this process. 

One late evening Rohit and I end up at the Dungeons, a popular South 

Delhi pub/Chinese restaurant, run by Rajesh, a 27-year-old Punjabi. Rajesh 

is sitting at a table together with Pragun, the manager of the family tourist 
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business. Pragun, in wide white rapper trousers, T-shirt and with a pair of 

dark sunglasses leaning against his forehead, is sipping whisky. Seeing us 

coming in, Rajesh orders drinks for us too and Rohit introduces himself to 

these new acquaintances. The usual questions now flash in the air: “Where 

do you live?”, “What do you do?”, “Where are you from?” When the ritual 

is over, Pragun and Rohit discover a common experience. Pragun has studied 

for two years in the US and Rohit one year. Both love heavy metal music. I 

sit next to them, involved in a chat with Rajesh about Switzerland, where the 

latter had studied at a hotel management institute. I note a spark being kin-

dled between Pragun and Rohit. “I saw Metallica live in New York, man, 

that was awesome!” says Pragun. With evident excitement, Rohit asks him 

about the concert. Pragun gives him all the details. Rohit is enchanted and 

tells more about his favorite groups and about the rock scene in Bombay. 

The two then join in complaints about the dullness of Delhi. India does not 

really offer much musical entertainment and nightlife! They shake their 

heads in mutual disappointment, but suddenly switch direction completely. 

Pragun and Rohit start to talk about their feelings when they were coming 

back from the States. “Anyway, except for a few things, like concerts and 

stuff, I would not change India for anything,” says Pragun. Rajesh joins in 

and underlines “What do we miss here, after all? Here we have everything, 

best nature, best cities, clubs, everything.” “You’re right, man”, says Rohit. 

“I mean, I was glad to come back home, really glad!” says Pragun. “Me too 

man, this is home,” adds Rajesh. Banging his fist on his heart, Pragun con-

cludes “Nothing is like India man, nothing like it!” Then we all raise a glass 

to salute India, with Abba singing ‘Mamma Mia’ in the background.  

Many things could be said about this scene. I will here only point to the 

dynamics of reconnaissance taking place. The scene displays abrupt and 

confusing switches between a criticism of India and an open expression of 

love for it. All the participants in the scene are able to follow the turns. What 

enables them to understand each other is the common way, enacted within 

the culturally hybrid scenario of Delhi’s middle-class youth culture, of mold-

ing ‘West’ and ‘India’ and of cherishing India as the heart of their own iden-

tification. By being able to accept these switches and by addressing such 

notions with the same modalities, giving India the role of cradle of their de-

sires and pride, the three men end up accepting each other. Rohit and Pragun 

are still very close friends today. 

The same kind of situation can also lead into a lack of recognition of 

commonality. One day for instance, I go to the open air market Dilli Haat in 

South Delhi with Rajiv, a 26-year-old man who runs a small import compa-

ny and who is now planning to enter the world of tourism. Rajiv is about to 

leave for Italy, buying small gifts to carry along. Hanging around in the mar-

ket, we meet Anil and Hemesh. I introduce my friends to one another. 

Hemesh and Anil immediately adopt a serious posture. Anil says that he 

recognizes Rajiv as someone who had been studying Italian. Rajiv smiles 
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and proudly acknowledges the truth of this assumption, adding that he has 

also received a scholarship. He mentions that his friend Raj, another tour 

leader specializing in Spanish, is to join him in a few days. For a while they 

debate whether Raj is doing the right thing by leaving Delhi in the middle of 

the tourist season. Then Anil goes on talking with Hemesh. At a certain 

point, Rajiv attempts to gain control over the dialogue, and says that anyway, 

for him going to Italy is not something new, as he has already been there 

once. He asks Anil if he has also been there. Anil looks at him and says 

“Three times.” Rajiv falls silent. Feeling tension in the air, I suggest that we 

go and have a drink. Following my change of topic, Anil suddenly jokes 

about how bad his own English has become. The week before he had to 

guide an English group and really had a hard time doing his job in English: 

“The words only came to my mouth in Italian.” Rajiv, sensing an opportuni-

ty for a quick revenge, proudly intervenes to say that he feels totally fluent in 

English. “In my family we speak both languages. English is in a sense also 

my mother tongue.” Anil turns to me and says: “Hindi is my mother tongue, 

no doubt about that.” 

This encounter, like the one referred before, also took place among people 

who occupied similar positions in the social hierarchy. Like the meeting 

between Rohit and Pragun, it ended up as a long confrontation. In this case, 

Rajiv was evidently not able to follow the switches. He played the conven-

tional cosmopolitan card, showing his competence in ‘things foreign’. In-

stead of striking back along the same lines of cosmopolitanism, Anil simply 

stated, with pride, that he is first and foremost a Hindi speaker highlighting 

how today being ‘modern’ and ‘cosmopolitan’ entails being centered on 

India. 

These scenes illustrate how the capacity of playing with shifting phan-

tasmatic notions is fundamental in the construction of community. They are 

similar in their common accent on a hybrid Indian-ness constructed within a 

particular dialogic context. Openness to new ideas and messages coming 

from elsewhere has been instrumental in all these young men’s desire to 

escape from what they defined as a “boring middle-class life”. In contrast to 

what we might expect, none of them today expresses this desire by identify-

ing with and mimicking the ‘West’. Being Indian and ‘traditional’ is instead 

the ‘modern’, timely stance. With the passing of time I have noted how such 

stances have increased in power. During the making of the documentary film 

Flyoverdelhi16 in 2004 I reviewed, in front of the camera, my friends’ opin-

ions regarding the present and future role of India. I filmed a discussion on 

these issues between Neeraj and Rohit, where the latter suggested that In-

dia’s strength was its capacity to absorb foreign things and ideas and to re-

fashion them according to local standards. He argued that the Indian market 

                                                      
16 The film co-authored by me and Angelo Fontana was made possible by the funding offered 

by the Swedish Bank of State Tercentenary Fond and by the Axelsson Jonsson Foundation. 
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was so big that it could always attract producers from all over the world giv-

ing India’s front place in the world economy. “I think that India can and will 

rule the world,” he finally exclaimed. Neeraj interrupted him, stating that 

this was horrendous and far from coherent with the lesson that India had 

given to the world. “But I mean economically,” Rohit replied. “I don’t mean 

becoming an America, for God’s sake!” This exchange, which testified to 

the pervasiveness of faith in a potential ‘Tiger India’ was, however, not a 

unique incident in my fieldwork: debates regarding the nature of the new 

India are an ongoing presence in my material. Changes in the way young 

people identify themselves and their own aspirations were widely mirrored 

in various sectors of the market during my research in Delhi. MTV, for in-

stance took part in the Youth Marketing Forum organized in 1999 in Bom-

bay. There they emphasized that their service, which was launched in 1996, 

now consisted of 70 per cent Indian and 30 per cent international music. 

They announced that their new slogan was “Indianize, Humanize and Hu-

morize”. According to them, young people are “now comfortable with their 

Indian-ness”. For them, “foreign is no longer the best”. Smaller businesses, 

such as an internet company in which I conducted fieldwork, also picked up 

the trend.  

Egurucool.com was started up by a few young IT managers. One of them 

was my interlocutor Mahesh (photo above). The company was from its in-

ception directly involved in importing ideas of education and career from 

abroad and adapting them to the Indian context. The conscious desire of 

Egurucool for playing with hybrid identities and realities (appealing at once 

to Indian and global youth culture) is visible in the very name they had se-

lected. An ironic adaptation of the Sanskrit concept ‘gurukul’, which means 

the family of the guru, Egurucool has inserted a notion of Indian-ness at the 

heart of the language of global youth culture.  
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Many more instances of this could be gathered from media, film, music, 

television, etc. However, I want now to offer the reader some examples 

gathered from the city’s public visual culture, which provides an environ-

ment constantly surrounding these young middle-class men and offering 

them physical signs stressing the centrality of this hybrid notion of Indian-

ness. Such signs both mirror and produce the identity stances that I have 

described.  

The visual culture of urban space 

Delhi’s architecture and décor can, to quote Gautam Bhatia (1994:32), be 

approached as an ‘urban gallery’. Because of its history and the great attrac-

tion it has exercised upon migrants the city looks, according to many archi-

tects and urban planners (cf. Menon 2000, Haider 2000, Delhi Master Plan 

2021) as if developed without any central planning. Rather it has been 

shaped by the influence of all those different people who have come to the 

city, leaving traces as omnipresent visual signs. The celebrated author 

Khushwant Singh in his novel on Delhi (1990) lets the city be metaphorical-

ly represented by Bhagmati, a tempting but at the same time disgusting 

transvestite prostitute. Singh writes:  
“I have two passions in my life; my city Delhi and Bhagmati. They have 

two things in common: they are lots of fun. And they are sterile…Having 
been long misused by rough people they have learnt to conceal their seductive 
charms under a mask of repulsive ugliness” (Singh, K. 1990:30 and p.1). 
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As shown in these pictures, Delhi presents side by side with each other 

lime-washed surfaces of functionalist and modernist character and futuristic 

experiments, baroque decorations and Roman details (such as the pillars at 

the main entrance of the villa, bottom left), Mediterranean/American styled 

villas (such as the one called White House, top left) and wonderful examples 

of the ‘very Delhi’ Punjabi baroque style (see photo below).  

 

 

 

The latter genre was born by the upper classes in reaction to Nehru’s aus-

terity rule through the hands of Austrian architect Joseph Heinz in the first 

post-independence period (cf. Bhatia 1994).  
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It is, however, the new trends in private housing design in the past 15-20 

years that most clearly signal the present popularity of the India brand 

among the metropolitan privileged. One young architect told me that the 

expectations of most of his clients are increasingly generated at the interface 

of ‘Western’ comforts and Indian values. “They want houses that merge the 

best of India and the West,” he said. In an article on interior design in the 

Hindustan Times we read, among the usual complaints about lack of style 

among Delhi’s inhabitants, that “if there is a trend, it is to blend the contem-

porary with the traditional” (Singh, V. 1999).  

 

 
 

 

The house above is an even more prototypical example of this, designed 

according to the shape of classical south Indian houses. Yet, it is a priority in 

this blend, in particular among upcoming youth, that their houses look spe-

cifically Indian (cf. Prakash 1997). The house in the photo below, located in 

South Delhi, is a good example of this, displaying both materials and design 

from village India.  
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 Closely related to this phenomenon is a growing popularity of Indian 

furniture and design. When he was finally able to purchase his house Anil, 

the tour leader, filled his house with Agra marble decorations, Rajasthani 

chairs, Kashmiri carpets, etc. It was with him that I visited Haus Khaz, an 

urban village built on the remains of a Mughal town. This shopping centre 

has turned into an attraction for all those interested in buying Indian furni-

ture and design (cf. also Tarlo 1996). A gallery of ‘real, traditional Indian’ 

stuff; Haus Khaz is today one long line of shops selling Indian furniture, arts 

and jewelry.  

In Haus Khaz you find, as shown in the pictures (next page), amazing col-

lections of overpriced posters and covers of soundtrack records of old Hindi 

films. The recuperation of old Indian memorabilia is indeed a growing busi-

ness. During my latest visit to Delhi I met Preksha, a young designer. She 

was yet another of those who had chosen to come back to Delhi after a few 

years spent in London, convinced that only here she could make her dreams 

come true. Preksha works with re-promoting old things (basically junk) in 

the shape of art installations for hotels and shopping malls. While visiting 

the junk market with her one early Sunday morning, I discovered the number 

of film souvenirs that were available in the market certifying the circulation 

of such objects (see photo top of next page).  
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From Haus Khaz the step is relatively short to Dilli Haat, a market for 

traditional Indian handicrafts created in the late 1990s (cf. Favero 2007). 

Constructed to resemble a traditional Northern Indian rural market, with 

forms and materials resembling those of Indian villages, Dilli Haat, while 

looking ‘touristic’, is actually mostly popular among the local middle clas-

ses, the members of which flock to the place, especially during festivities. 

Similarly to other institutions, such as the Crafts Museum (cf. Greenough 

1996) and the Crafts Emporium, Dilli Haat market promotes the heritage of 

rural India in packaged form, a phantasm of India constructed within the 

logic of consumption. Indian history and culture are consumed by the visi-

tors, who gather here to shop and have fun, but also to get the taste of tradi-
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tional Indian lifestyle and culture. As one man carrying his young child 

around the market remarked: “At least my son will learn something about 

India!” Dilli Haat also hosts a number of small street eateries offering spe-

cialties from the different parts of India. Let me use this as a stepping-stone 

for describing another trend that I observed during my fieldwork. My inter-

locutors, once again against expectations of a progressive ‘McDonaldization’ 

of the world (Ritzer 2000), were all quite active searchers for the best kabab 

of the city. Among the various places they took me to, let me point out Zila 

Kakabpur (meaning roughly ‘the city of kababs’) as a good example of a 

hybrid concept, highlighting and marketing itself through notions of Indian-

ness. 

Looking from the outside design like a cosmopolitan eatery, Zila market-

ed itself through the popular brand of Lucknow cuisine (Lucknow being 

considered the heart of Mughal cuisine). The servants walked around in red 

and blue mechanic overalls and baseball caps, but the place was filled with 

small signs of ‘India’, beautifully mingling with the other modernistic ele-

ments. There were glass containers filled with different types of legumes, a 

big poster showing Indian varieties of spices and lentils; a menu consisting 

exclusively of lentil soups (dal), different types of North Indian bread (roti 

and nan), and kababs. Zila’s kakabs were served without knives and forks, 

inviting clients to eat in the proper Indian way. However, food would come 

served on ‘clean’ colorful porcelain plates and trays and not on metal ones as 

in regular street eateries. The place had also adopted the small paper con-

tainers that fast food dealers used for serving French fries, filling them with 

the raw onions and raw green chilies that are compulsory in northern Indian 

cuisine. As Pragun and Jaideep told me, when they took me there for the first 

time, this was one of the ‘musts’ for kabab lovers. In the last year however 

their passion had turned to another newly opened restaurant called ‘Punjabi 

by Nature’ (ironically the name of a well-known Canada-based activist 

movement supporting the cause of a free Khalistan, i.e. an independent state 

for the Sikhs).  
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Staying within the space of eateries, Pizza Hut’s own 2001 Diwali cam-

paign (see photo above) where a red (ketchup) swastika, wishing prosperity, 

was topping a pizza also symbolically positions Indian-ness on top of what is 

evidently an imported food item. 
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Nirula is one of Delhi’s first Westernized fast food establishments. Its 

new celebration of Delhi’s identity offers one of the many examples of a 

later and more specific stage in the re-enchantment with, and branding of, 

locality (in a mix here of Delhi and India).
17

 Mention should be made of the 

progressive localization of this type of branding. Differently from when I 

started fieldwork, ‘Delhi’ is increasingly appearing as a brand on its own, 

flagging more and more items representing its own particular identity and 

history. Nirula is already an example of this, with its images of the Qutub 

Minar monument in Delhi, its white Ambassador car - emblem of all politi-

cians and bureaucrats travelling across the city - and the image of a smiling 

Sikh, using Punjabi culture to epitomize the city.  

 
 

In contrast to when I started fieldwork in Delhi, when such items were miss-

ing, there is today an ongoing production of postcards identifying and at 

times making fun of the city and of small refrigerator adamants showing 

various emblems of the city (above). 

                                                      
17 Such Delhi-based production of locality can also be detected in the recent boost of books 

addressing the city (cf. Chaudhuri 2005, Khanna and Parhawk 2007, Miller 2008, etc). 
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These glimpses, gathered from spaces that I was introduced to by my inter-

locutors and which constantly evoke the phantasms central to them, may 

suffice to illustrate how the life-world of my Delhi interlocutors is filled with 

visual signs. These both mirror and produce an ideologically loaded shift in 

the middle classes’ imagination of ‘India’ and in what a desirable future 

looks like. As in the photo below that I took from outside the window of a 

shop under construction in Chandni Chowk, Old Delhi, ‘traditional India’ 

(here exemplified by the interior design) is now the ‘modern’, ‘cosmopoli-

tan’ attractor. ‘Modern’ is not ‘Western’, but that which is able to encompass 

the divide between cultures and traditions, preferably with an Indian twist. 
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In tune with my informants’ playful inversion of the meaning of the colo-

nial dichotomies ‘India’ and ‘West’, ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’, I suggest 

that this intensified production of locality is a response to globalization. The 

process does, perhaps not in its apparent content, but surely in its form, push 

towards the creation and emphasis of local identities. The new phantasm of 

‘India’, spicing ‘tradition’ up with some global elements that can attract the 

contemporary consumer, is the mix able to sell. Mazzarella suggests along 

this line (2003) that the ‘New Swadeshi’ is a winning concept in contempo-

rary metropolitan middle-class culture. The term Swadeshi, which means 

self-sufficiency, was the name of the pre-Gandhian movement claiming In-

dian independence from the British, but Swadeshi stands also commonly for 

a position of pride in India and things Indian.  

Conclusions 

In the late 1990s, I was able to observe during my research how young met-

ropolitan middle-class men who had earlier been fascinated by the stereotyp-

ical attraction of the West seemed to move progressively toward a kind of 

blind faith in their own country’s future, a process which can probably be 

seen as reflecting both the political successes of Hindu nationalist politics at 

that time, and India’s economic growth after opening its borders to interna-

tional trade. The great hope in India’s future was a tendency that had further 

gathered momentum during my latest trip to India. During more recent 

fieldwork on young Indian digital artists I have, however, noted a growing 

element of cultural critique, to which I will have to return in future publica-

tions. Young artists and intellectuals begin to question the price that is to be 

paid for the construction of Tiger India. Despite the widely acknowledged 

economic successes of e.g. Indian ICT industry, the country also still har-

bours more poor people than does the whole continent of Africa. Will the 

benefits of Tiger growth make for a brighter future for all of them? 
This article has offered an analysis of the changing notions of India 

among metropolitan middle-class youths and of how such ideologically 

loaded visions can be grasped by looking in parallel at personal life-stories 

and experiences and at public urban visual culture. By doing so, I hope to 

have illustrated how the links between tradition and future oriented timeli-

ness are themselves open to the vagaries of time and how hybridity, rather 

than purism, may provide new generations with stuff from which to build 

both individual ambitions and national pride. 
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