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Interview Foreword: On the
Significance of Inviting Professor
Mendieta to Birkbeck

OSCAR GUARDIOLA-RIVERA*

Professor Eduardo Mendieta has been the department chair at the
School of Philosophy, State University of New York at Stony Brook,
United States, for some time now, and from the summer of 2015 will
take up a position as Professor at Pennsylvania State University. On
11 and 12 September 2014, he and I co-hosted a two-day seminar at
Birkbeck School of Law. The seminar was entitled ‘Focus on the
Funk: Decolonising Epistemologies, Politicising Rights.’ During this
seminar, Professor Mendieta presented his paper: The Decolonial
Turn: The Post-Human and the Anthropocene amongst Others.1 The
significance of this seminar was its continuing effort to examine the
future of critique, and its role in legal studies. This topic was
particularly riveting because it allowed us to focus on the ongoing
‘Southern Turn’ that politics, law and philosophy are taking in the
wake of political challenges to Europe’s ‘self-colonisation’ (e.g.
Greece, Spain, etc), America’s persistent issues concerning race, and
efforts in Latin America and parts of Africa to leave behind Western
tutelage and self-imposed dependence—legal, economic and intel-
lectual.

The main reason we invited Professor Mendieta to Birkbeck was to
reflect on the kind of research we do here. At Birkbeck, we work in
the tradition of critical thinking. Specifically, one of the focuses of
our activity is to labour at the intersection between aesthetic images
and political normative and legal ideals. Such was the perspective
that united the work of the founders of Birkbeck Law: people like
Costas Douzinas, Peter Goodrich, Peter Fitzpatrick, and Patrick
McAuslan. As it happens with any tradition, after a while it settles
and it needs to be reinvented if it is to avoid stagnation—to survive
and thrive. This current project of reinventing critique follows from
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a past visit which, thanks to the support of the Leverhulme Trust,
Professor Boaventura de Sousa Santos made to our school. We hope
to continue the project, and it is in that context that I invited Profes-
sor Mendieta.

Eduardo Mendieta is one of the most decisive and influential voices
in the project to reinvent critique. He studied with Jürgen Habermas,
today’s most well-known representative of the Frankfurt School’s
critical legacy, and his philosophical outlook owes a lot to the
American tradition. But rather than following this heritage as if it
were the masters’ voice, he has sought to challenge the tradition
from the standpoint of those who have been pushed to the
margins—politically as well as epistemologically—of the dominant
history and geography of reason. Just as today’s solidarity and poli-
tical movements in southern Europe—from Greece’s SYRIZA to
Spain’s Podemos—have sought inspiration in Latin American bot-
tom-up politics (and have, in the process, evolved into a unique
southern critical perspective that is changing Europe from the
ground up, even questioning the very notion of what counts as
‘ground’), I believe it is possible
for us to find in such sources—
Latin, African, the Americas,
southern European, and so
on—motifs, images and prac-
tices that can help us reinvent a
critical legacy that would
otherwise be in danger of
reaching exhaustion.

Given Birkbeck’s tradition of
thinking at the limits of aesthe-
tics and political ideals, per-
haps the best way of intro-
ducing what it meant to have
Eduardo with us and to explain
what the critical tradition is
and stands for, while rein-
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venting it, is to begin with an image: Figure 1:
Masana Nzima, ‘Photo’.2

2 Masana Nzima, ‘Photo’ (South African History Online: Towards a People's
History ) <http://www.sahistory.org.za/people/masana-sam-nzima> accessed 10
March 2015. Reproduced under copyright exception for academic fair dealing.
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This is Sam Nzima’s famous 1976 photograph of Mbuyisa Makhubo
carrying the dying body of his friend Hector Pieterson, who was shot
by South African police when the apartheid regime opened fire
against protesters in Soweto.3 This image depicts what is known,
technically speaking, as a ‘limit situation’: being shot, filled with ter-
ror, oppressed, running for one’s life. Here we can see the ultimate
limit to freedom, and the equality and fraternity that we aspire to in
imagination and reason. This image and others like it bear testimony
to history coming to an end, or being no more than a pile of debris.

In the face of such evidence it would be reasonable to conclude that
in the real world failed revolutions, savage capitalism and genocide
have finally ‘eaten up the ideal of freedom’. Yet, in the work of
Eduardo Mendieta, as well as in that of people like Drucilla Cornell,
references to this imagery serve the purpose of arguing, convincingly,
that to hold such a pessimistic conclusion gives us no alibi. For it is a
necessary limitation of our human existence that this can never be
finally known. That is the central insight of critical philosophy: to
recognise the limits of the unknowable. However, instead of being a
paralysing experience, Mendieta, Cornell and others tell us that this
understanding of limitation offers good news. Why is that so? The
critical point taken over by Mendieta relates to an understanding of
limitation that militates against a pessimistic resignation of the world
as it is. In this sense, we return to central Kantian insights in the
argument that, as a matter of limitation, the future simply cannot be
condemned as one in which we are fated to live out our relations
with others as homo economicus, that is, as agents of genocide and
plunder. This is our starting point.

Next follows the conviction that we are in the middle of at least
three crucial ‘turns’, which are reshaping our view of the world, as
well as our notions of critique, normativity and law. These turns are
transforming the landscape of critical thinking, and with it, the kind
of critical legal and political thinking and practice that we do here at
Birkbeck. First, a ‘Southern Turn’—which seeks not only to de-
nounce the parochialism of the juristic, historical and philosophical
canon of the West (from naturalism and positivism, or black letter
law, to socio-legal studies) that is taught even in so-called critical
schools—but also to reflect on the fact of epistemological plunder.
This, together with economic plunder has come to shape our image

3 ibid.
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of the world and the kinds of action that follow from the normative
pull of such an image. Secondly, there has been a turn from critique
to science, which also engages with the return of religion in theory
and practice. Thirdly, there has been a turn away from revolution to
post-humanism.

I believe that both Eduardo and I,
as well as others with whom we
work, subscribe to the first two
and reject the third. Thus we
insist upon the connection bet-
ween the aesthetic and the
political as the starting point of
critique and its aim: making
visible that which was not visible;
bringing on to the stage new ob-
jects and subjects gathered
around them; making audible as
speaking beings they who were
heard just as minors or even
more simply as noisy animals.
This is also what politics is. Law
translates this point into a more
detailed and concrete matter of

institutional design, bringing together our activity as symbolic beings
who open up spaces for visualisation with the irruption of the real.
In that sense, both Mendieta and I explore what has been termed by
Drucilla Cornell and other feminist critics ‘the imaginary domain’.5

We have placed our work firmly within the notion that we are
symbolic, linguistic beings. Our understanding of language and
symbols is wide enough to include aesthetic images, scientific models
and normative political ideas. I believe that this expansion of the
critical imaginary domain is one of the most decisive, if not the most
decisive contribution made by Birkbeck-style critique. It is an im-

4 Paul Klee, Swiss, 1879-1940. Angelus Novus (1920) Oil transfer and watercolor
on paper, 318 x 242 mm. The Israel Museum, Jerusalem. Gift of Fania and
Gershom Scholem, Jerusalem, John Herring, Marlene and Paul Herring, Jo-Carole
and Ronald Lauder, New York. B87.0994. Photo (c) The Israel Museum,
Jerusalem by Elie Posner.

5Drucilla Cornell, The Imaginary Domain: Abortion Pornography and Sexual
Harassment (Routledge 1995).

Figure 2: Paul Klee, ‘Angelus Novus’.4
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portant departure from more reduced, mainstream understandings of
law, which identify it with either the letter or the relative value of
instituted opinion.

In my book What If Latin
America Ruled the World,7

I refer to the well-known
but much misunderstood
fact that the most import-
ant innovation in the his-
tory of humankind has not
been tools, neither stone or
iron swords nor technology
(including communication
technologies), but the inve-
ntion of symbolic expres-
sion by our pre-historic
ancestors; the first artists
who were also the first thi-
nkers and legislators. On
this note, let us continue to
appeal to artistic images in
order to speak of the three
most important innovations,
or ‘turns’, in contemporary philosophy and critique. The first is
philosophy’s ‘Southern Turn’ (from the top to the bottom of our
usual image of the world, and society); the second is the return of the
relation between science and critique, less a ‘return’ than a ‘new
turn’, as we will see; thirdly, a turn from revolution to post-human-
ism, post-revolutionary and even post-political thought and practice.
Once more, I believe we subscribe to the first two, but firmly reject
the third. The reasons for this have something to do with the point
depicted by Paul Klee in two of his paintings. The first, called
Angelus Novus (evoked by the critic Walter Benjamin in his On the
Concept of History and more recently by visual artist Hito Steyerl) is

6 Paul Klee, Highway and Byways (1929) Oil on canvas, 32 5/8 x 26 3/8 in.
Collection: Christoph and Andreas Vowinckel. Reproduced under copyright
exception for academic fair dealing.

7 Oscar Guardiola-Rivera, What if Latin America Ruled the World? How the South
Will Take the North into the 22nd Century (Bloomsbury Paperbacks 2011).

Figure 3: Paul Klee, ‘Highway and Byways’.6
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better known—the second, called Haupt und Nebenwege and paint-
ed in 1929, perhaps less so.

In making the connection between the aesthetic and the political,
Mendieta engages, as I do too, with the critical tradition. In doing so,
we refine and reinvent the tradition with the goal of making it less
parochial. It is a tradition that extends from the poetry of John
Milton and the chronicled dialogues between Bartolomé de las Casas
and the Amerindians regarding the destruction of the Indies, to the
philosophy of Immanuel Kant, the work of German critics exiled or
on their way to exile in the Americas during and after WWII, and to
more scientifically and radically minded Caribbean and Africana
writers like Frantz Fanon or Cornel West. Thus, we take a ‘Southern
Turn’. We do so in a very specific and considered manner, in order
to put an end once and for all to the enduring yet deeply mistaken
perception according to which philosophy in general and the legacy
of critique, romanticism and the enlightenment in particular, is solely
or mostly Western, if not just European (including North but not
South America, northern but not southern Europe or Africa).

A second ‘turn’ relates to a connection that is less known but no less
important in Mendieta’s work and the critical tradition as a whole:
the link between scientific notions, from mathematics to the earth
and life sciences, particularly geography in Eduardo’s case, on the
one hand, and aesthetic ideas and political ideals, on the other. In
this respect, it has to be said that the ‘return’ of mathematics and
science in philosophy and critique is less a ‘return’ than a ‘new turn’
in a relation that has never really gone away. This includes efforts by
people like Alain Badiou or Drucilla Cornell to engage with the con-
sequences of Set Theory and Georg Cantor’s work beyond mathe-
matics, or, as is the case of Eduardo’s relation with the philosophical
work of Habermas, exploring the implications of contemporary
linguistics and pragmatics. In my case, the consequences of empirical
anthropology for the study of institutions, the connections between
early cybernetics and politics and art in Allende’s Chile, or the his-
torical and epistemological links between the geometry of horizons,
the dawn of empire, and the turn from speculative to physical geo-
graphy and geopolitics between the sixteenth century and Kant’s in-
vention of ‘physical’ geography and his probabilistic turn. We
believe that the ‘new turn’ to mathematics and the earth and life
sciences is a response to: a) postmodern obscurantism, on the one
hand, and analytical withdrawal from engaged thinking, on the
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other; b) the hold of pseudo-sciences such as standard economic
theory, methodological individualism, or the dogmatism of nihilists
and religious zealots such as US Republican congressmen that deny
climate change science; and crucially, c) to planetary challenges such
as global warming and bio-political plunder.

In relation to man-made climate change and the new turn towards
science, Mendieta takes stock of renewed calls to go beyond man in
the age of the Anthropocene and move to a post-human and post-
secular scene. We suspect that these calls for post-humanism are
frequently also post-revolutionary in that they do not engage with
the limits, moral or otherwise, of living conditions under capitalism
here and now that are causing Man’s destructiveness to become a
geological force threatening to destroy the planet. Mendieta is
suspicious of a secularism that tends to divide the world once more
into a liberal West which is surrounded and threatened by religious
barbarians and other assorted superstitious people. Mendieta re-
minds us that this picture glosses over the deep relations between
religious traditions and the imaginary demarcations of the world (by
means of racial and cultural dividing lines, for instance) always there
for the sake of economic interests and the justification or ignorance
of worldwide plunder, which in turn made possible the dis-
enchantment of the world that often goes by the name of secular-
isation. He has engaged with people like Judith Butler and Cornel
West, among others, to debate this point.

Mendieta has developed an axis of research into the human/animal
divide which is useful to rethink the question of what the ‘human’
stands for, for instance in human rights. This debunks the centrality
of the human but without conceding the argument to the post-
humanists who have given up on agency and subjectivity for the sake
of a transcendental technologism. In turn, I have spoken of the
comeback of Amerindian cosmologies and cosmopolitics redefining
radical politics in the Americas and elsewhere, and argued that ‘only
Amerindians can save our modern soul’.8 Following Naomi Klein
and together with Drucilla Cornell, I have referred to the work of
geophysicist Brad Werner, in whose statistical global environmental
modelling the only dynamic that is a cause for hope is either ‘resi-
stance’ or the movements of people who ‘adopt a certain set of

8 Oscar Guardiola-Rivera, ’On the Shaman’s Couch: Why Only Amerindians Can
Save Our Modern Soul’, lecture given at The British Museum, 13 February 2014.
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dynamics that does not fit within the capitalist culture’,9 including
direct action. I have referred to and discussed with Mendieta the
work of anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, who uses Amer-
indian thought to denounce the anthropocentrism of Western
thought as the basic model of every ethnocentrism. Rather than post-
humanism, the point is to de-centre the position of the human vis-à-
vis animals and the rest of nature, to stop imagining nature as a
reserve of resources available for the sake of Man. The point is very
different from that of post-humanist thinkers: not the acceleration of
capitalist colonisation into virtual or outer space, but rather, shifting
the geographies of our political imagination. The former de-politi-
cises (by giving into the relativism of multiculturalism according to
which there are various ‘types’ of thought and no judgment between
them is possible, which leads to pessimistic claims such as ‘only a
God can save us’); the latter understands the need to deconstruct
Western philosophy and anthropocentrism as the occasion for re-
politicisation, or as I prefer, ‘permanent decolonisation’.

Mendieta and I, together with others, align our work with the
Caribbean Philosophical Association project. I argue in favour of
revolution and decolonisation, while Mendieta speaks of liberation
and decolonial genealogy. Our critics say these are outdated con-
cepts, left behind by history, and I respond by saying that our
argument is geographical rather than being framed in historicist
terms. A crucial point for further work together between Birkbeck
and Pennsylvania State University (where Eduardo now teaches), as
well as the Caribbean Philosophical Association (CPA), revolves
around this new turn from history to geography in particular, and
the earth and life sciences in general, and what it means for philo-
sophy and critique to take seriously notions of perspective, contin-
gency, and hedging, among others.

9 Brad Werner, ‘Is Earth Fucked? Dynamic Futility of Global Environmental
Management and Possibilities for Sustainability Via Direct Action Activism’, talk
given to the American Geophysical Union, quoted by Drucilla Cornell and Stephen
D Seely, In the Spirit of Revolution: Erotic Transformation, Political Spirituality,
and the Struggle for a Future beyond Man (Unpublished draft, on file with the
author, 2015) 13. They quote Naomi Klein’s ‘How Science is Telling Us All to
Revolt’ (New Statesman, 29 October 2013)
<http://www.newstatesman.com/2013/10/science-says-revolt> accessed 24 April
2015.
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In this respect, a central textual reference for us is the recent
publication of Kant’s lectures on geography.10 There is in fact a
whole tradition concerning the spatial-temporal dimension of insti-
tutions, beyond linearity, which is emerging and that some of us
believe it is worth studying. This can be seen in the work of critical
geographers like Stuart Elden and David Harvey. In the history and
philosophy of science, one should mention Nicolás Wey Gómez’s
genealogy of geography, but also the interrogation of the concepts of
chance, contingency and the uncertainty of the future found in the
writings of Quentin Meillassoux or Bob Meister. The latter, a pro-
fessor at the famous History of Consciousness Department at the
University of California, Santa Cruz, has already applied some of his
findings to critically approach the current theory and practice of
Human Rights, as well as law and finance, which is crucial to
understand today’s political landscape in Europe and elsewhere.
There is also the ‘spatial turn’ currently taking place in British criti-
cal legal studies—for instance, the work of people close to Birkbeck
such as Andreas Mihalopoulos-Philippopoulos, Illan Wall, or Hans
Lindhal. Finally, I should recommend that we take a closer look at
1970s Structuralism, supposedly superseded by post-structuralism
but, I believe, perhaps even more relevant to us now. Especially, the
notion of the ‘zero value’ of institutions proposed by structural
anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss and its recovery today in the
work of Marcel Hénnaff, Eleanor Kauffman, and principally, Brazil-
ian ethnologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro. Some of us see the
possibility of a creative convergence between these different lines of
work, the contribution of the Birkbeck Institute for the Humanities,
and the Caribbean Philosophical Association project. That has some-
thing to do with the direction of Eduardo Mendieta’s geo-philosophy,
as well as my own work.11

10 In Immanuel Kant, The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant:
Natural Science (Eric Watkins ed, Cambridge University Press 2012). For further
discussion on this topic, see Stuart Elden and Eduardo Mendieta (eds) Reading
Kant's Geography (SUNY Press 2011).

11 See, among others, Stuart Elden & Eduardo Mendieta (eds), Reading Kant’s
Geography (SUNY 2011); Nicolás Wey Gómez, The Tropics of Empire: Why
Columbus Sailed to the Indies (MIT Press 2008); Quentin Meillassoux, The
Number and the Siren (Robin Mackay tr, Urbanomics 2012); Bob Meister, After
Evil: A Politics of Human Rights (Columbia University Press 2012), and
‘Liquidity’, draft paper on file with the author; Andreas Mihalopoulos-
Philippopoulos, Spatial Justice: Body, Lawscape, Atmosphere (Routledge 2014);
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Finally, let me respond to the question of the meaning of Eduardo’s
presence at Birkbeck in the context of this later suggestion of a
future direction of collective research. I would like to argue in favour
of the Platonic contention that philosophy has little to do with the
tyranny of today’s opinion, and that the accusation of being
outdated actually misses the point about what critique is, as is the
case in critical legal studies. My argument follows from the recog-
nition that thought and critical reflection actually has very little to
do with history. This is not because Philosophy, with a capital P,
may be static or eternal, idealistic in the pejorative sense, though as
Mendieta demonstrated in one of the articles which we discussed
during his seminar, the case can be made that from the perspective of
philosophy’s truthfulness, ‘time is an illusion’. The point, rather, is
that philosophy or critique, understood as thought and action, have
little to do with linear time or the short cycle of news narratives and
bad novels, because critique is untimely. Thus, for instance, our
arguments concerning an insistence on revolution, liberation, story-
telling, Amerindian cosmologies and interspecies ‘cosmopolitics’ may
be untimely, and in that precise sense point towards something that
is timeless, but they are neither outdated nor abstract in the pejorat-
ive sense of being out of touch with reality. On the contrary, our
arguments point towards unveiling what is more real than reality
itself, insofar as they aim to make visible what the dominant opinion
of our time wishes to place out of view and to consign to the dustbin
of history, and to bring onto the stage new objects and subjects
gathered around them. This is what Hegel called in the Philosophy
of Right and the Science of Logic the ‘speculative absolute’,12 a kind
of critique focused on a concrete object but never sacrificing the
perspective of the totality; again, that is what critique is all about.

I therefore want to end by arguing that critique is down to earth not
in spite of being less concerned with history and actuality, but be-
cause, like the human mind, it is free from history in the historicist
sense. This does not mean that philosophy has nothing to say about
everyday life; in fact, quite the opposite. Take for instance the case

Hans Lindhal, Fault Lines of Globalisation: Legal Order and the Politics of A-
legality (Oxford University Press 2013); Claude Lévi-Strauss, Structural
Anthropology (Basic Books 1974); Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, Radical Dualism:
A Meta-Fantasy on the Square Root of Dual Organizations, or a Savage Homage
to Lévi-Strauss (Hatje Kantz 2012).

12 Hegel’s ‘Speculative Absolute’.
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of the CPA project of shifting the geographies of reason. Whereas
mainstream news, opinion and the media, and even academia in
Europe and the United States, consider certain themes passé, it is not
necessarily the case in the global South. Our intention here, to say
the least, is not to ‘return’ to supposedly dated and forgotten modes
of Euro-American thinking about revolution or Amerindian animism,
but to do this in conjunction with an attention to the thought that
has been pushed to the margins, ‘within the dominant cartography
of knowledge altogether’, as Drucilla Cornell would put it. In this
sense, I insist, and I believe Eduardo would agree with me, the
enemy of philosophy is historicism, presentism, and the tyranny of
chance, opinion and desire—in the sense in which our capitalist
society and media culture do not simply reflect what we desire but
through guesswork and normative interpellation tell us what we
must want and wish for. This would include the so-called social
sciences, which in their attempt to appear more scientific are in fact
less so insofar as their only anchoring in reality passes through the
filter of a thought of chance and opinion (polls, probabilistic reason-
ing, and so on). The latter can say very little, almost nothing, and
mean very little to the sense of intertwinement between ‘spirituality’
and ‘revolution’ that characterises the concrete reality of politics in
the global South. This is so not only in Ecuador, Bolivia, Mexi-
colombia (a composed entity I have invented to contrast and
accompany The Economist’s Venecuba) and other parts of the
Americas, such as Canada, for example, but also, importantly, the
Middle East and southern Europe, in particular, Greece and Spain.
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