
Controlling Knowledge - Voices from around the world 
Global South Studies Center, University of Cologne, Germany - http://voices.uni-koeln.de

The rise of xenophobic populism, knowledge inequalities, and the double binds 
of Europe-Africa academic relations 
by sito >aterǌa 

dhe advance of ǆenophobic populism in �urope is posing a serious threat to the ongoing eīorts to address 
knoǁledge ineƋualiƟes betǁeen �uropean and �frican academies.

�ebates about the need to transform and eƋualise relaƟons in academic knoǁledge producƟon Ňourish, 
driven by student protests in South �frica, the U<, the US and elseǁhere. �t the same Ɵme, ǁe are ǁitnes-
sing a closer alignment of research agendas ǁith state strategic aims and the ͞naƟonal interest .͟ �uropean 
governments eǆtract ever greater amounts of raǁ materials and cheap labour from �frican countries, ǁhile 
giving little, if anything, in return to �frican ciƟǌens and migrants.

te are caught in ǁhat anthropologist Gregory �ateson termed a ͞double bind .͟ �ateson developed the con-
cept to eǆplain some of the key features of schiǌophrenia, analysed as a social pathology marked by a break-
doǁn in communicaƟon betǁeen people aīected by schiǌophrenia and their family members.

� double bind occurs ǁhen somebody is faced ǁith tǁo or more openly conŇicƟng messages communicated 
to them by a Įgure of authority ʹ in the case of the person aīected by schiǌophrenia, they are eǆposed th-
roughout their childhood to contradictory instrucƟons given by one of the parents.

&or instance, such conŇicƟng messaging occurs ǁhen a parent, on one hand, makes constant aĸrmaƟons of 
love and eǆpresses a desire to be near the child͖ and, on the other hand provides instrucƟons ǁith the oppo-
site meaning: ͞it s͛ Ɵme to go bed noǁ ,͟ ͞you need to get ready to go out ,͟ and so on.

The verbal message of closeness and love is contradicted by verbal and nonverbal displays of distance and 
coldness. then such contradictory messages become rouƟne, the paƟent might develop schiǌophrenic sym-
ptoms, ǁhich, in �ateson s͛ analysis, range from ǁithdraǁal and inability to eǆpress one s͛ feeling of discom-
fort and puǌǌlement at the conŇicƟng instrucƟons, to outbursts of rage and hallucinaƟons. �ateson used 
his theory of schiǌophrenia as a theoreƟcal metaphor applicable to several domains of social life, and the 
ecology of communicaƟons in society more broadly.

WredaƟng the rise of drump and �reǆit, our double binds as �uropean academics ǁere shaped by our co-
lonial legacy. te have been trained to understand our relaƟonship ǁith researchers and knoǁledges from 
all around the ǁorld as one of eƋuality and mutual respect. �ut ǁe have also been condiƟoned to embrace 
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ideas of superiority of ͞�uropean knoǁledge ,͟ deĮned in sharp separaƟon from ʹ and someƟmes outright 
opposiƟon to ʹ other knoǁledges. Kur �uropean privilege is sustained by such asserƟons of disƟncƟon.

dhis has created a ͞schiǌophrenic͟ ideological condiƟon, ǁhere ǁe have devalued the academic labour of �f-
rican colleagues and favoured the reproducƟon and concentraƟon of �urocentric knoǁledge and personnel, 
ǁhile making hearƞelt statements about inclusion, mutuality and respect.

Kn the ǁhole, �uropean academy remains overǁhelmingly ǁhite and �urocentric, oŌen in stark contrast 
to respecƟve naƟonal demographics. dhese biases are reŇected in epistemologies that conƟnue to obscu-
re and erase the contribuƟon of �frica-centred knoǁledges. �ecause of the overt commitment to eƋuality 
and anƟ-racism, much of this discriminaƟon happens not as a clearly stated policy statement, but through 
informal means ʹ ǁhat Sarah ,enkeman ;ϮϬϭϴͿ calls invisible forms of violence in her ǁork on racism and 
discriminaƟon in South �frica.

dhis kind of liberal colonial double bind hoǁever has been replaced by ever more polarised inũuncƟons:

 
ͻ te are urged to acknoǁledge and act upon pressing demands for radical transformaƟon and to address 

ineƋualiƟes in material resources and symbolic capital betǁeen �urope and �frica͖
 
and

ͻ  ǁe are pushed toǁards ǁelcoming, or at least accepƟng, the rise of the far right across �urope as a 
legiƟmate ͞movement of the people ,͟ that deserves empathy and respect. te are asked to value our 
naƟonal idenƟƟes above everything else, and pursue the naƟonal interest in our academic endeavours, 
as researchers funded by the state, and loyal ciƟǌens.

 

/f the liberal colonial double bind ǁas already problemaƟc, the decolonial vs naƟonalist one is likely to cause 
more pain and incoherence. ,oǁ can ǁe ǁork toǁards a ǁorld ǁhere ǁe can include a variety of voices, 
and transform academic structures into eƋual and representaƟve spaces, ǁhile at the same Ɵme ǁe pursue 
eǆclusionary policies demanded by governments and the broader society͍ &inding a synthesis betǁeen these 
tǁo demands is simply not possible.

dhis neǁ compeƟƟon of naƟonalisms is also creaƟng divisions ǁithin �urope, ǁhere legiƟmate Įghts around 
precarity are Ƌuickly degeneraƟng into calls for ͞/talians &irst ,͟ ͞�riƟsh &irst ,͟ and so on, ironically destabili-
sing the noƟon of �uropean supremacy carried on from colonial Ɵmes. dhe idea of a pan-�uropean alliance 
of reacƟonary forces ʹ ǁhat &rench far-right poliƟcian Darine >e Wen and others call a ͞�urope of naƟons͟ 
ʹ is in fact an hallucinaƟon, clashing against the permanent reality of conŇict and fragmentaƟon that such 
vision sets in moƟon.

&rom a systemic point of vieǁ, these mulƟple double binds are not sustainable, and if ǁe remain stuck in 
them, there ǁill be dire conseƋuences. >eŌists, centrists and right-ǁingers across �urope are converging on 
a shared anƟ-immigraƟon plaƞorm, driven by dystopian measures such as the creaƟon of more camps for 
migrants and refugees inside and outside �urope.

dhe goal is clear: stop immigraƟon Ňoǁs at all costs, and segregate migrants and refugees outside ͞normal͟ 
society, as a second-class populaƟon not deserving of basic human rights. dhese material pracƟces are enac-
ted to revive �uropean naƟons reminiscent of our fascist and colonial past. dhe catharƟc eīect of scapego-
aƟng migrant Kthers for all of �urope s͛ failures, is a symptom of a deep eǆistenƟal and moral crisis that has 
noǁ infected the minds and senƟments of most �uropeans.
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thile this destrucƟve moral drama unfolds, the same neoliberal system that is oŌen attacked in conspirato-
rial overdrive by populist forces, conƟnues its relentless advance in all spheres of social and economic life.

�espite this ǁorrying state of aīairs, the �uropean academy conƟnues to have a considerable amount of 
material and intellectual resources, ǁhen compared to its �frican counterpart ʹ ǁhich eǆperienced decades 
of draconian austerity and perpetual economic crisis caused by an uneƋual ǁorld system dominated by tes-
tern countries and China.

tith the resources at our disposal, ǁe can do something to reverse the trend: studying society, economy and 
poliƟcs from a criƟcal and engaged perspecƟve, focusing on the structures of poǁer and ineƋuality that have 
led us to ǁhere ǁe are today. do do this, ǁe need to study ourselves, and sensiƟvely unveil the compliciƟes 
and collusions that sustain contemporary �urocentric knoǁledge producƟon.

/n the speciĮc case of �frican studies, ǁe should avoid studying �frican issues in isolaƟon, and focus more 
on the neǆus of business, poliƟcs and society that has marked the rise to poǁer of poliƟcians such as Datteo 
Salvini ʹ /taly s͛ notorious anƟ-migrant home aīairs minister.

Zather than studying ͞others͟ and feƟshising �uropean academic heroes advocaƟng for the ͞doǁntrodden ,͟ 
ǁe should deploy our analyƟcal and theoreƟcal skills to study people and organisaƟons that produce di-
scriminaƟon, poverty, ǁars and ǁidespread suīering. dhis means analysing �uropean insƟtuƟons that have 
militarised migraƟon Ňoǁs such as &ZKEd�y, and ending our complicity ǁith the ͞managed migraƟon͟ para-
digm. Social studies that focus solely on migrant routes and migrants͛ and refugees͛ aƫtudes and behaviours 
oŌen ǁork as forms of intelligence-gathering for state security agencies. te need to abandon these pracƟces 
in favour of systemic studies that eǆamine poǁerful actors, rather than silently colluding ǁith them.

te should direct our attenƟon to the damaging eīects of �uropean raǁ materials strategy on �frica. te 
have to move beyond descripƟons of the plight of dispossessed �frican communiƟes obũecƟĮed as recipients 
of our charity and outrage in isolaƟon, and Įrmly cast our gaǌe on testern mulƟnaƟonals, eǆperts and ma-
nagers that make such eǆploitaƟon and dispossession possible.

/n short, ǁe must take on the forces that push us in the direcƟon of loyalty, compliance and complacency 
with a system that has now unambiguously declared that European supremacy is good, desirable and a fea-
sible policy goal.

do overcome our doubts and hesitaƟons, it is ǁorth remembering ǁhat is at stake. �s anthropologist �ivine 
&uh ;ϮϬϭϳͿ cogently puts it:

We must recognise and acknowledge the critical context in which we find ourselves – the human is under 
threat. We are facing extinction. And this is not just about the ecological challenges that are driving the sus-
tainability and Anthropocene movement, but also particularly about the core values that frame and underpin 
human society and relations such as interdependency and mutual respect. Modernity and its accompanying 
projects such as development and democracy are no longer as tenable as promised and have not successful-
ly created wealth, stability, harmony and equality. The last several years has seen an increase in right wing 
political and religious fundamentalism, leading to an increase in overt bigotry and hate-motivated violence 
worldwide.
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dhe recent ǁave of protests in the US against the horrors of drump s͛ anƟ-immigraƟon policies shoǁs that it 
is never too late to take acƟon and change course. that ǁe cannot do is bury our heads in the sand, in the 
hope that the storm ǁill pass.

 
Vito Laterza is associate professor in the Department of Global Development and Planning, University of 
Agder, Norway. He is an anthropologist and development scholar, and has published on labour, economic 
development, socio-economic inequalities and social and political mobilisation in Africa.
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