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MODERNITY
AND VIOLENCE

Wc have just ended a century of violence, one possibly more
violent than any other in recorded history: world wars and
colonial conquests; civil wars, revolutions, and counterrevolutions.
Although the magnitude of this violence is staggering, it does not
astound us.

The modern political sensibility sees most political violence
as necessary to historical progress. Since the French Revolution,
violence has come to be scen as the midwife of history. The French
Revolution gave us terror, and it gave us a citizens® army. The real
secret behind Napoleon’s spectacular battlefield successes was
that his army was not made up of mercenaries but patriots, who
killed for a cause, inspired by national sentiment—what we have
come to recognize as the civic religion of nationalism. Reflecting
on the French Revolution, Hegel wrote that man was willing to

die for a causc of greater value to him than life itsclf. Maybe Hegel
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Modernity and Violence

By the beginning of the twentieth century, it was a European
habir to distinguish between civilized wars and colonial wars. The
laws of war applied to wars among the civilized nation-states, but
laws of nature were said to apply to colonial wars, and the exter-
mination of the lower races was scen as a biological necessity. In
A History of Bombing, Sven Lindqvist writes that bombing origi-
nated as a method of war considered fit for use only against uncivi-
lized adversaries. The first bomb ever dropped from an airplane
was Italian, and it exploded on November 1, 1911, in an oasis out-
side Tripoli in North Africa. The first systematic aerial bombing
was carried out by the British Royal Air Force against the Somalis
in 1920. In the Sccond World War, Germany obscrved the laws
of war against the western powers but nor against Russia. As
opposed to 3.5 percent of English and American prisoners of
war who died in German captivity, 57 percent of Soviet prisoners—
3.3 million in all—lost their lives. The gassings of Russians by
Germans preceded the gassings at Auschwitz—the first mass gas-
sings were of Russian prisoners of war in the southern Ukraine.
Russian intellectuals and Communists were the first to be gassed
in Auschwitz. The Nazi plan, writes Sven Lindqvist, was to weed
out some 10 million Russians, with the remainder kept alive as a
slave-labor force under German occupation. When the mass mur-
der of European Jews began, the great Jewish popularions were
not in Germany but in Poland and Russia, where they made up 1o
percent of the total population and up to 4o percent of the urban
population “in just those areas Hitler was after.” The Holocaust
was born at the meeting point of two traditions that marked mod-
ern Western civilization: “the anti-Semitic tradition and the tradi-
tion of genocide of colonized peoples.” The difference in the fate
of the Jewish people was that they were to be exterminated as a

whole. In that, they were unique—~but only in Europe.
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Modernity and Violence

orist Frantz Fanon has written how such atcempts could then trig-
ger the native annihilating the settler. Fanon has come to be re-
garded as a prophet of violence, following Hannah Arende’s claim
that his influence was mainly responsible for growing violence on
American campuses in the 1960s. And yet those who came to pay
homage to Fanon at his burial hailed him as a humanist. Fanon’s
critics know him by a single sentence from The Wretched of the
Earth: “The colonized man liberates himself in and through vio-
lence.” This was a description of the violence of the colonial
system, of the fact that violence was central to producing and
sustaining the relationship between the settler and the native. It
was a claim that anticolonial violence is not an irrational manifes-
tation bur belongs to the seript of modernity and progress, that it
is indeed a midwife of history. And last and most important, it was
a warning that, more than celebrate this turning of rthe tables, we
need to think through the full implications of victims becoming
killers.

We find in Fanon the premonition of the native turned perpe-
trator, of the native who kills not just to extinguish the humanity
of the other but to defend his or her own, and of the moral am-
bivalence this must provoke in other human beings like us. No one
understood the genocidal impulse better than this Martinique-
born psychiatrist and Algerian freedom fighter. Native violence,
Fanon insisted, was the violence of yesterday’s victims, the vio-
lence of those who had cast aside their victimhood to become

masters of their own lives. He wrote:

He of whom they have never stopped saying that the only
language he undcrstands is that of force, decides to give
utterance by force. . . . The argument the native chooses

has been furnished by the settler, and by an ironic Patiing
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Modernity and Violence

single end: the total war againse the “evil empire.” Even though
couched in hypermoral language, this venture began as an amoral
“constructive engagement” with the apartheid regime in South
Africa. As official America held hands with Pretoria, the lateer
moved to harness political terror as the most effective way to
undermine militane nationalist governments 4n the newly inde-
pendent Portuguese colonies of M ozambique and Angola. As the
battleground of the Cold War shifted from southern Africa to
Central America and ceneral Asia in the late seventies, America’s
benign attitude toward political terror turned into a brazen em-
brace: both the contras in Nicaragua and later al-Qaeda (and
the Taliban) in Afghanistan were American allies during the
Cold War. Supporting them showed a determination to win
the Cold War “by all means necessary,” a phrase that could refer
only to unjust means. The result of an alliance gone sour, 9/11
needs to be understood first and foremost as the unfinished busi-

ness of the Cold War.

To the extent my point of view is shaped by a place, that place is
Africa. I was a young lecturer at the University of Dar es Salaam
from 1973 to 1979. As the U.S. defeat in Vietnar: in 1975 coincided
with the collapse of the Portuguese empire, the last European
colonial power in Africa, the center of gravity of the Cold War
shifted from Southecast Asia to southern Africa. From 1980 when [
returned to Makerere University in my hometown of Kampala,
Uganda, right up to the end of a three-year stay at the University
of Cape Town in South Africa in the late nineties, I participated in
Ongoing debates about the political violence raging in indepen-
dent Africa: what were we to make of movements, like Renamo in
Mommhique and, increasingly, the Inkatha Freedom Party in
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