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Iain Chambers’ Way to a Decolonised Postcolonialism 

Sometimes, the structure of an essay is so palpable that even the sentence syntax 
is informed by its general pattern. This is the case of Iain Chambers’ Postcolonial 
Interruptions, Unauthorised Modernities, a rare if not unique study deeply engaged in 
questioning the historical Western appropriation of the world, framing it in the age of 
extreme neo-liberal capitalism. 

If the aim of the book is to expose the epistemological syntax of Western 
modernity, the recurrent syntactical structure of sentences cannot be but “it is not 
only … but also”, “it is not merely … rather”, etc. Chambers’ critical and linguistic 
syntax strives at every page to connect colonial past and current neo-liberal ideology, 
through “a decolonised postcolonial criticism” (17). This is a hard task since the shift 
from liberalism to neo-liberalism precisely demands the abandoning of any critical 
horizon and includes the collapsing of the distinction between diverse domains that in 
the past were separate, including the one between the economic and the cultural: “all is 
now - he concludes - to be evaluated and rendered transparent in terms of competitive 
criteria and market performance” (53). If nothing else, activities having to do with 
culture (education, research and art) are expected to advance and not to contest the 
present condition. Which is exactly the heresy of Chambers’ attempt in seeing the 
phenomenon of racism accompanying contemporary migration not as contingent but 
as structural, deeply woven as it is into the web of Western history and its 
mechanisms of colonial knowledge and power.  

To Chambers, decolonialising “does not merely mean finally to pay attention to 
the so-called colonial periphery of yesterday”, rather it means to “confront the brutal 
evidence of Occidental colonialism being involved in a perpetual war on the rest of the 
planet for the last five centuries” (5) and to confront the plain records that the last 
three decades of warfare on Muslim countries is just part of that uninterrupted process. 
To put it sharply, this is not an accidental pathology but a structural process 
informing Western hegemony up to contemporaneity: “the colonial past, conquests, 
racist slavery and the division of the world among imperial powers are never simply 
‘back there’; they are constitutive of the present” (3). 

If one should summarise Chambers’ study in one sentence, one could say that it 
endeavours to postcolonially deconstruct the long five centuries of modern/colonial 
epistemology, to use the vocabulary of the decolonial thinking, with the obstinate 
interruptions of the critical waves of the southern seas and of the arts.  

Southern Lessons 

The south here is meant as a mobile placeholder and its lessons, wherever they 
come from - whether from the borders of the planet, the borders of rural 19th-century 
North (Scandinavia, Ireland, Scotland…) or the borders of Euro-American metropoles 
- are still the same: they expose the pretension of the universal and disinterested Euro-
American posture, which, on the contrary, always stitches into local particular 
interests. To think from the south is not only to point to the historical evidence that 
the West underdeveloped the Rest. It is also to register how the present-day Western 
hegemony is sustained by that history; to register how its mode of production and 
exploitation has required and still requires the whole planet as a scope. In short, “the 
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south is a critical intention” stemming from the insurrectionary languages and 
practices emerging, for example, in Africa, Latin and Central America, Palestine or 
Northern Ireland.  

This planetary southern condition, though, is “not simply the extension of 
Antonio Gramsci’s noted ‘southern question’ on an altogether more extensive map” 
(31), which, while contesting a modernity irradiating from the presumed centre in the 
West, inadvertently reaffirms the logic of Occidental endless linear progress. Above all, 
the challenge is to consider the question in its planetary location as a moving 
constellation of different rhythms and breaths, irrevocably acknowledging the 
condition of a multilateral modernity.  

Finally, along this critical path, the injunction is “to think less of the south and 
rather more with the south” (45), with those thoughts and practices coming from the 
border, to speak again after the decolonial terminology: the border of Subaltern 
Studies in India, of the Black Atlantic intellectual and artistic tradition, of decolonial 
thinking in Latin America. 

To Delink or Not to Delink 

However, despite Chambers denouncing that the world comes into existence only 
after Western epistemology has been activated, his intention is “not to cancel this 
complex inheritance, rather to re-cast it on a terrain that exceeds its initial provenance 
and governance” (9). It is here, probably, that his (decolonised postcolonial) criticism 
diverges from Mignolo’s (decolonial) criticism, Mignolo having grounded his 
theoretical option on the concept of “delinking” (Mignolo 2007). The Argentinian 
scholar, based in the US, claims that decolonial thinking introduces a fracture with 
both the traditional Eurocentered epistemology and the postocolonial canon, the latter 
being heavily dependent on the European master scholars (Michel Foucault, Jacques 
Lacan and Jacques Derrida) who are acknowledged as the grounding of postcolonial 
thought (Edward Said, Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Spivak). On the contrary, 
decoloniality would rely on sources of the exteriority such as Waman Puma de Ayala, 
Mahatma Gandhi, Aimé Césaire, Frantz Fanon, Rigoberta Menchú, Gloria Anzaldúa.  

To Mignolo, Western thought must be thoroughly rejected in favour of an 
alternative geopolitics of knowledge. To Chambers, on the contrary, it cannot be 
cancelled but rewritten because “it commands our lexicons and the legitimation of 
sense. It is hegemonic” (20). In decolonial terms, Western thought cannot be cast aside 
because it is the colonial matrix in which we all move, whether we like it or not. That 
is why “it is in the heartlands of the Occident that postcolonial criticism most sharply 
acquires its historical cultural and political pertinence” (31). 

Artistic Lessons 

Having recorded this impossibility, Chambers goes on to force his querying of 
Western epistemology through a different interruption. Having registered that the 
academic machine is caged by neo-liberal logic and by its inability to recognise its own 
“cracks and leaks” (9), what is left is to open the door to other languages that are not 
prey to disciplinary protocols and “the absolute idea of reason” (Adorno 1991). Let us 
call it the aesthetic interruption of the visual and auditory arts, which point to 
unauthorised modernities, of such artists as Mike Cooper, a musician who integrates 
Polynesian sounds with the blues, the visual artist and poet of Cherokee descent 
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Jimmie Durham (based in Naples), the Lebanese filmmaker and archival artist Akram 
Zaatari, the British-Nigerian painter and sculptor Yinka Shonibare, or the Ethiopian 
film maker Dagmawi Yimer migrated to Italy, whose video art disturbs the official 
understanding of the archive.  

Yimer’s video Asmat (meaning “names” in Tigrinya and drawing upon the 
aesthetics of the abject) compels us to listen to and read hundreds of names, whose 
bodies rest on the bottom of the Mediterranean and have been silenced and removed 
from the accounting of time and space. It is an impressive allegory of the present 
coloniality of power (Quijano 2000) that, as Chambers makes clear, hides the cruel fact 
that our citizenship “structurally depends, both yesterday and today, on the colonial 
disposition of maintaining the vast majority of the world in a state of non-citizenship 
and unfreedom” (126). 

Thus Postcolonial Interruptions, Unauthorised Modernities ends. Although the 
paradigm of postcolonial studies is said to have lost its edge, Chambers maintains the 
promise of engaging in “an ongoing confrontation with the colonial legacy and its 
impact on the present” (18), of understanding the West and the Western appropriation 
of the Rest, and, lastly, of intensely questioning the political and epistemological order 
of Occidental discourse, from both within and outside of it. 
 
 

Works Cited 

Adorno, Theodor W. 1991. “The Essay as Form”. In Notes to Literature, vol. 1, edited 
by Rolf Tiedemann, trans. Shierry Weber Nicholsen. New York: Columbia 
University Press. 

Chambers, Iain. 2017. Postcolonial Interruptions, Unauthorised Modernities. London: 
Rowman & Littlefield. 
Mignolo, Walter D. 2007. “Delinking”, Cultural Studies 21.2: 449-514. 
Quijano, Aníbal. 2000. “Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Latin America”. 
Nepantla 1.3: 533-80. 
	


