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Here and Now

Modernity belongs to that small family of theories that both declares and
desires universal applicability for itself. What is new about modernity (or
about the idea that its newness is a new kind of newness) follows from this
duality. Whatever else the project of the Enlightenment may have cre-
ated , it aspired to create persons who would, after the fact , have wished
to have become modern. This self- fulfilling and self-justifying idea has
provoked many criticisms and much resistance , in both theory and every-
day life.

In my own early life in Bombay, the experience of modernity was no-
tably synaesthetic and largely pretheoretical. I saw and smelled modernity
reading Life and American college catalogs at the United States Informa-
tion Service library, seeing B-grade films (and some A-grade ones) from
Hollywood at the Eros Theatre, five hundred yards from my apartment
building. I begged my brother at Stanford (in the early 1960s) to bring me
back blue jeans and smelled America in his Right Guard when he returned.
I gradually lost the England that I had earlier imbibed in my Victorian
schoolbooks , in rumors of Rhodes scholars from my college , and in Billy
Bunter and Biggles books devoured indiscriminately with books by Rich-
mal Crompton and Enid Blyton. Franny and Zooey, Holden Caulfield, and
Rabbit Angstrom slowly eroded that part of me that had been , until then
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forever England. Such are the little defeats that explain how England lost
the Empire in postcolonial Bombay.

I did not know then that I was drifting from one sort of postcolonial
subjectivity (Anglophone diction, fantasies of debates in the Oxford

Union , borrowed peeks at Encounter. a patrician interest in the humanities)
to another: the harsher, sexier, more addictive New World of Humphrey
Bogart reruns , Harold Robbins TIme and social science, American-style.
By the time I launched myself into the pleasures of cosmopolitanism in EI-

phinstone College , I was equipped with the Right Stuff-an Anglophone
education , an upper-class Bombay address (although a middle-class family
income), social connections to the big men and women of the college , a
famous (now deceased) brother as an alumnus , a sister with beautiful girl-
friends already in the college. But the American bug had bit me. I found
myself launched on the journey that took me to Brandeis University (in
1967, when students were an unsettling ethnic category in the United
States) and then on to the University of Chicago. In 1970 , I was still drift-
ing toward a rendezvous with American social science , area studies , and
that triumphal form of modernization theory that was still a secure article
of Americanism in a bipolar world.

The chapters that follow can be seen as an effort to make sense of a
journey that began with modernity as embodied sensation in the movies
in Bombay and ended face- to- face with modernity-as- theory in my social
science classes at the University of Chicago in the early 1970s. In these
chapters , I have sought to thematize certain cultural facts and use them
to open up the relationship between modernization as fact and as the-
ory. ' This reversal of the process through which I experienced the mod-
ern might account for what might otherwise seem like an arbitrary disci-
plinary privileging of the cultural , a mere professional anthropological
bias.

The Global Now

(Auguste Comte, Karl Marx, Ferdinand Toennies, Max Weber, Emile
Durkheim) is that it has steadily reinforced the sense of some single mo-
ment-cali it the modern moment-that by its appearance creates a dra-
matic and unprecedented break between past and present. Reincarnated as
the break between tradition and modernity and typologized as the differ-
ence between ostensibly traditional and modern societies, this view has
been shown repeatedly to distort the meanings of change and the politics
of pastness. Yet the world in which we now live-in which modernity is
decisively at large , irregularly self-conscious , and unevenly experienced-
surely does involve a general break with all sorts of pasts. What sort of
break is this, if it is not the one identified by modernization theory (and
criticized in chap. 7)7

Implicit in this book is a theory of rupture that takes media and migra-
tion as its two major, and interconnected, diacritics and explores their
joint effect on the work oj the imagination as a constitutive feature of modern
subjectivity. The first step in this argument is that electronic media deci-
sively change the wider field of mass media and other traditional media.
This is not a monocausal fetishization of the electronic. Such media trans-
form the field of mass mediation because they offer new resources and new
disciplines for the construction of imagined selves and imagined worlds.
This is a relational argument. Electronic media mark and reconstitute a
much wider field, in which print mediation and other forms of oral , visual
and auditory mediation might continue to be important. Through such ef-
fects as the telescoping of news into audio-video bytes, through the ten-
sion between the public spaces of cinema and the more exclusive spaces of
video watching, through the immediacy of their absorption into public
discourse , and through their tendency to be associated with glamour, cos-
mopolitanism , and the new, electronic media (whether associated with the
news , politics , family life, or spectacular entertainment) tend to interro-
gate , subvert , and transform other contextual literacies. In the chapters
that follow, I track some ways in which electronic mediation transforms
preexisting worlds of communication and conduct.

Electronic media give a new twist to the environment within which the
modern and the global often appear as flip sides of the same coin. Always
carrying the sense of distance between viewer and event, these media never-
theless compel the transformation of everyday discourse. At the same
time , they are resources for experiments with self-m~ng in all sorts of so-
cieties , for all sorts of persons. They allow scripts for possible lives to be
imbricated with the glamour of film stars and fantastic film plots and yet
also to be tied to the plausibility of news shows, documentaries , and other

All major social forces have precursors , precedents , analogs , and sources in

the past. It is these deep and multiple genealogies (see chap. 3) that have
frustrated the aspirations of modernizers in very different societies to syn-

chronize their historical watches. This book , too , argues for a general rup-

ture in the tenor of intersocietal relations in the past few decades. This
view of change-indeed, of rupture-needs to be explicated and distin-
guished from some earlier theories of radical transformation.

One of the most problematic legacies of grand Western social science

Here and Now Here and Now
'" 2 '" '" 3 '"



black-and-white forms of telemediation and printed text. Because of the

sheer multiplicity of the forms in which they appear (cinema , television

computers, and telephones) and because of the rapid way in which they
move through daily life routines , electronic media provide resources for
self- imagining as an everyday social project.

As with mediation , so with motion. The story of mass migrations (vol-
untary and forced) is hardly a new feature of human history. But when it is

juxtaposed with the rapid flow of mass-mediated images , scripts , and sen-

sations , we have a new order of instability in the production of modern
subjectivities. As Turkish guest workers in Germany watch Turkish films in
their German flats , as Koreans in Philadelphia watch the 1988 Olympics

in Seoul through satellite feeds from Korea , and as Pakistani cabdrivers in

Chicago listen to cassettes of sermons recorded in mosques in Pakistan or
Iran , we see moving images meet deterritorialized viewers. These create
diasporic public spheres , phenomena that confound theories that depend
on the continued salience of the nation-state as the key arbiter of impor-
tant social changes.

Thus , to put it summarily, electronic mediation and mass migration
mark the world of the present not as technically new forces but as ones
that seem to impel (and sometimes compel) the work of the imagination.
Together, they create specific irregularities because both viewers and im-

ages are in simultaneous circulation. Neither images nor viewers fit into
circuits or audiences that are easily bound within local , national , or re-

gional spaces. Of course, many viewers may not themselves migrate. And

many mass-mediated events are highly local in scope , as with cable televi-

sion in some parts of the United States. But few important films , news

broadcasts , or television spectacles are entirely unaffected by other media
events that come from further afield. And few persons in the world today
do not have a friend, relative , or coworker who is not on the road to some-
where else or already coming back home, bearing stories and possibilities.

In this sense, both persons and images often meet unpredictably, outside
the certainties of home and the cordon sanitaire of local and national

media effects. This mobile and unforeseeable relationship between mass-
mediated events and migratory audiences defines the core of the link be-
tween globalization and the modern. In the chapters that follow, I show

that the work of the imagination , viewed in this context, is neither purely

emancipatory nor entirely disciplined but is a space of contestation in
which individuals and groups seek to annex the global into their own prac-
tices of the modern.

The Work oj the Imagination

Ever since Durkheim , and the work of the Annees Sociologiques group, an-

thropologists have learned to regard collective representations as social
facts-that is , to .see them as transcending individual volition , as weighted
with the force of social morality, and as objective social realities. What I
wish to suggest is that there has been a shift in recent decades , building on
technological changes over the past century or so, in which the imagina-
tion has become a collective , social fact. This development, in turn , is the
basis of the plurality of imagined worlds.

On the face of it , it seems absurd to suggest that there is anything new
about the role of the imagination in the contemporary world. After all , we
are now accustomed to thinking about all societies as having produced
their versions of art, myth , and legend, expressions that implied the po-
tential evanescence of ordinary social life. In these expressions , all soci-
eties showed that they could both transcend and reframe ordinary social
life by recourse to mythologics of various kinds in which social life was
imaginatively deformed. In dreams , finally, individuals even in the most
simple societies have found the space to refigure their social lives , live out
proscribed emotional states and sensations , and see things that have then
spilled over into their sense of ordinary life. All these expressions , further
have been the basis of a complex dialogue between the imagination and
ritual in many human societies , through which the force of ordinary social
norms was somehow deepened, through inversion , irony, or the performa-
tive intensity and the collaborative work demanded by many kinds of rit-
ual. All this is the surest sort of knowledge bequeathed to us by the best of

canonical anthropology over the past century.
In suggesting that the imagination in the postelectronic world plays a

newly significant role , I rest my case on three distinctions. First, the imagi-
nation has broken out of the special expressive space of art , myth, and rit-
ual and has now become a part of the quotidian mental work of ordinary
people in many societies. It has entered the logic of ordinary life from
which it had largely been successfully sequestered. Of course, this has

precedents in the great revolutions, cargo cults, and messianic movements
of other times , in which forceful leaders implanted their visions into social
life , thus creating powerful movements for social change. Now, however, it
is no longer a matter of specially endowed (charismatic) individuals , inject-
ing the imagination where it does not belong. Ordinary people have begun
to deploy their imaginations in the practice of their everyday lives. This
fact is exemplified in the mutual contextualizing of motion and mediation.
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More people than ever before seem to imagine routinely the possibility
that they or their children will live and work in places other than where
they were born: this is the wellspring of the increased rates of migration at
every level of social , national , and global life. Others are dragged into new

settings, as the refugee camps of Thailand, Ethiopia, Tamil Nadu , and
Palestine remind us. For these people , they move and must drag their
imagination for new ways of living along with them. And then there are
those who move in search of work, wealth , and opportunity often because
their current circumstances are intolerable. Slightly transforming and ex-
tending Albert Hirschman s important terms loyalty and exit, we may speak

of diasporas of hope , diasporas of terror, and diasporas of despair. But in

every case, these diasporas bring the force of the imagination , as both
memory and desire, into the lives of many ordinary people, into

mythographies different from the disciplines of myth and ritual of the clas-
sic sort. The key difference here is that these new mythographies are char-
ters for new social projects , and not just a counterpoint to the certainties
of daily life. They move the glacial force of the habitus into the quickened
beat of improvisation for large groups of people. Here the images , scripts
models, and narratives that come through mass mediation (in its realistic
and fictional modes) make the difference between migration today and in
the past. Those who wish to move , those who have moved, those who
wish to return , and those who choose to stay rarely formulate their plans

outside the sphere of radio and television , cassettes and videos , newsprint
and telephone. For migrants, both the politics of adaptation to new envi-
ronments and the stimulus to move or return are deeply affected by a
mass-mediated imaginary that frequently transcends national space.

The second distinction is between imagination and fantasy. There is a
large and respectable body of writing, notably by the critics of mass cul-

ture of the Frankfurt School and anticipated in the work of Max Weber
that views the modern world as growing into an iron cage and predicts
that the imagination will be stunted by the forces of commoditization , in-

dustrial capitalism , and the generalized regimentation and secularization
of the world. The modernization theorists of the past three decades (from
Weber by way of Talcott Parsons and Edward Shils to Daniel Lerner, Alex

lnkeles , and many others) la~gely accepted the view of the modern world
as a space of shrinking religiosity (and greater scientism), less play (and in-

creasingly regimented leisure), and inhibited spontaneity at every level.
There are many strands in this view, strands that link theorists as different
as Norbert Elias and Robert Bell , but there is something fundamentally

- ,

!.)';rong with it. The error works on two levels. First, it is based on a prema-

ture requiem for the death of religion and the victory of science. There is
vast evidence in new religiosities of every sort that religion is not only not
dead but that it may be more consequential than ever in to days highly mo-
bile and interconnected global politics. On another level , it is wrong to as-
sume that the electronic media are the opium of the masses. This view
which is only beginning to be corrected, is based on the notion that the
mechanical arts of reproduction largely reprimed ordinary people for in-
dustrial work. It is far too simple.

There is growing evidence that the consumption of the mass media
throughout the world often provokes resistance , irony, selectivity, and, in
general agency. Terrorists modeling themselves on Rambo- like figures
(who have themselves generated a host of non-Western counterparts);
housewives reading romances and soap operas as part of their efforts to
construct their own lives; Muslim family gatherings listening to speeches
by Islamic leaders on cassette tapes; domestic servants in South India tak-
ing packaged tours to Kashmir: these are all examples of the active way in
which media are appropriated by people throughout the world. T-shirts
billboards , and graffiti as well as rap music, street dancing, and slum hous-
ing all show that the images of the media are quickly moved into local
repertoires of irony, anger, humor, and resistance.

Nor is this just a matter of Third World people reacting to American
media , but it is equally true of people throughout the world reacting to
their own national , electronic media. On these grounds alone, the theory
of media as the opium of the people needs to be looked at with great skep-
ticism. This is not to suggest that consumers are 

Jree agents , living happily
in a world of safe malls , free lunches, and quick fixes. As I suggest in chap-
ter 4 , consumption in the contemporary world is often a form of drudgery,
part of the capitalist civilizing process. Nevertheless , where there is con-
sumption there is pleasure, and where there is pleasure there is agency.
Freedom , on the other hand, is a rather more elusive commodity.

Further, the idea of fantasy carries with it the inescapable connotation of
thought divorced from projects and actions, and it also has a private , even
individualistic sound about it. The imagination , on the other hand, has a
projective sense about it, the sense of being a prelude to some sort of ex-
pression , whether aesthetic or otherwise. Fantasy can dissipate (because its
logic is so often autotelic), but the imagination , especially when collective
can become the fuel for action. It is the imagination;-lQ. its collective forms
that creates ideas of neighborhood and nationhood, of moral economies
and unjust rule, of higher wages and foreign labor prospects. The imagina-
tion is today a staging ground for action , and not only for escape.

Hue and Now Here and Now
'" 6 '" '" 7 '"



fhe third disHnction is between the individual and collective senses of
the imagination. It is important to stress here that I am speaking of the
imagination now as a property of collectives, and not merely as a faculty of

the gifted individual (its tacit sense since the flowering of European Ro-
manticism). Part of what the mass media make possible , because of the
conditions of collective reading, criticism, and pleasure , is what I have
elsewhere called a "community of sentiment" (Appadurai 1990), a group
that begins to imagine and feel things together. As Benedict Anderson
(1983) has shown so well , print capitalism can be one important way in
which groups who have never been in face- to- face contact can begin to
think of themselves as Indonesian or Indian or Malaysian. But other forms
of electronic capitalism can have similar, and even more powerful effects

for they do not work only at the level of the nation-state. Collective expe-
riences of the mass media , especially film and video , can create sodalities

of worship and charisma , such as those that formed regionally around the
Indian female deity Santoshi Ma in the seventies and eighties and transna-
tionally around Ayatollah Khomeini in roughly the same period. Similar
sodalities can form around sport and internationalism , as the transnational
effects of the Olympics so clearly show. Tenements and buildings house
video clubs in places like Kathmandu and Bombay. Fan clubs and political
followings emerge from small- town media cultures , as in South India.

These sodalities resemble what Diana Crane (1972) has called " invisi-

ble colleges" in reference to the world of science , but they are more
volatile , less professionalized, less subject to collectively shared criteria of
pleasure, taste , or mutual relevance. They are communities in themselves
but always potentially communities for themselves capable , of moving
from shared imagination to collective action. Most important, as I will
argue in the conclusion to this chapter, these sodalities are often trans-
national , even postnational, and they frequently operate beyond the bound-
aries of the nation. These mass-mediated sodalities have the additional
complexity that , in them , diverse local experiences of taste , pleasure , and
politics can crisscross with one another, thus creating the possibility of
convergences in translocal social action that would otherwise be hard to
imagine.

No single episode captures these realities better than the now mind-
numbing Salman Rushdie affair, involving a banned book, a religiously

mandated death sentence, and an author committed to personal voice and
aesthetic freedom. The Satanic Verses provoked Muslims (and others) across
the world to debate the politics of reading, the cultural relevance of cen-

sorship, the dignity of religion , and the freedom of some groups to judge

authors without independent knowledge of the text. The Rushdie affair 
about a text- in-motion , whose commoditized trajectory brought it outside
the safe haven of Western norms about artistic freedom and aesthetic
rights into the space of religious rage and the authority of religious schol-

ars in their own transnational spheres. Here , the transnational worlds of
liberal aesthetics and radical Islam met head-on , in the very different set-
tings of Bradford and Karachi , New York and New Delhi. In this episode
we can also see how global processes involving mobile texts and migrant
audiences create implosive events that fold global pressures into small , al-

ready politicized arenas (see chap. 7), producing locality (chap. 9) in new
globalized ways.

This theory of a break-or rupture-with its strong emphasis on elec-

tronic mediation and mass migration , is necessarily a theory of the recent
past (or the extended present) because it is only in the past two decades or
so that media and migration have become so massively globalized, that is
to say, active across large and irregular transnational terrains. Why do I
consider this theory to be anything more than an update of older social
theories of the ruptures of modernization? First, mine is not a teleological
theory, with a recipe for how modernization will universally yield rational-
ity, punctuality, democracy, the free market, and a higher gross national
product. Second, the pivot of my theory is not any large-scale project of
social engineering (whether organized by states , international agencies, or
other technocratic elites) but is the everyday cultural practice through
which the work of the imagination is transformed. Third, my approach
leaves entirely open the question of where the experiments with moder-
nity that electronic mediation enables might lead in terms of nationalism
violence , and social justice. Put another way, I am more deeply ambivalent
about prognosis than any variant of classical modernization theory of
which I am aware. Fourth , and most important, my approach to the break
caused by the joint force of electronic mediation and mass migration is ex-
plicitly transnational-even postnational-as I suggest in the last part of
this book. As such , it moves away dramatically from the architecture of
classical modernization theory, which one might call fundamentally realist
insofar as it assumes the salience , both methodological and ethical , of the
nation-state.

We cannot simplify matters by imagining that the global is to space
what the modern is to time. For many societies , moderQ.!.,ty is an elsewhere

just as the global is a temporal wave that must be encountered in their pres-
ent. Globalization has ~hrunk the distance between elites , shifted key rela-

tions between producers and consumers, broken many links between labor
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