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RESUMEN 
ULISES CRIOLLO Y DESTINO MANIFIESTO. La dialéctica de las Americas en nuestra 

civilización mundial 

En esta ponencia el autor muestra que hay diferentes nociones de modernidad 

y desarrollo que son en sí mismas una manifestación de múltiples 

modernidades. 

 

El argumenta que la diferencia entre el éxito económico de los Estados Unidos 

se basa en su historia de las ideas, que deviene antropocéntrica, donde el 

hombre es la última justificación, donde se busca el éxito instrumental en el 

marco de una visión mundial funcional. En tanto, la cultura latinoamericana es 

tradicional e, incluso hoy, teocéntrica. Se cierra en torno a la idea de lo 

sobrenatural como la raison d’être humana. Una perspectiva teocéntrica está 

menos interesada en lo que un hombre ha alcanzado o representa en la tierra, 

sino en lo que siente y en lo que “es”. 
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El autor establece que Latinoamérica debe desarrollar su propio concepto de 

razón que admita la intuición y la empatía y se sobrepone a la abstracción del 

universalismo racional. Y enriquecer la civilización global a partir de cuestiones 

como la “Creolización”, que supone el amalgamiento cultural característico de 

la total sociedad global en el siglo XXI. 

 

Palabras clave: Culturas, modernidad, Latinoamérica, Creolización 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

In this text the author shows that there are different notions of modernity that 

are result of a manifestation of different modernities. 

 

It is argued that the economic success of the United States lies in their story of 

ideas. It is an anthropocentric culture where man is the last justification, seeks 

the instrumental success in the frame of a global world vision. On the other 

hand, Latin American culture is even now theocentric  at the core and 

supernatural becomes the human raison d’être. A teocentric perspective is less 

interested in what man achieves but in what he feels or ‘is’.  

 

The author states that Latin America must develop its own concept of reason 

that admits of intuition and empathy and overcomes the abstraction of rational 

universalism. And enrich global civilization for instance through ‘Creolization’, 

the cultural amalgamation characteristic of the entire global society in the 21st 

Century. 

 

 

Keywords: Culture, modenity, Latin America, Creolization 
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I. 
 

Are we faced with a single ‘modernity’ in our planetary global civilization, or with 

‘multiple modernities’, that is to say, with a multitude of modernities in Asia, in 

the Islamic traditions, in Africa, or in the Americas—each with their specific 

cultural and religious historical prerequisites? 

 

Can there be modernization without Westernization? After World War II, the 

United Nations had roughly 50 member states, whereas this number has now 

grown to almost 200. And as for cultural traditions, there are thousands of them 

in the world, and that is what lies at the root of conflict. They are not always 

congruent with the borders of the nation states.  

 

Should notions such as ‘progress’ or ‘dignity’ as anthropological prerequisites 

for human rights not be established in the plurality of cultures? The problem of 

relativity and universality arises.  

 

What, then, is ‘modern’? Can there be such a thing as Confucian, Hindu, or 

Buddhist modernity? Or North and Latin American modernity? How do these 

other modernities differ from Western modernity? Does Islam, in fact, have to 

choose between Mecca and mechanization? What is the relationship between 

modernity and tradition? Is the compatibility of culture and technology the kairós 

of our times? Culture is more than folklore. Ultimately, it is the expression and 

factor of realpolitik. There is nothing neutral about technology. It requires 

acculturation to the religious and cultural traditions—otherwise, the very nature 

of human identity is at stake. 

 

Western ratio is merely a subset of the world—there is no universal ratio, but a 

plurality of logics that guide thoughts and actions. Likewise, there is no 

monolithic global culture, but a diversity of world cultures that are characteristic 

of our planetary civilization at the beginning of the 21st century. 
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Special attention is required for the gap between the constant factors in the 

intellectual history and anthropology of the Americas—a gap that is becoming 

wider and wider, revealing completely different notions of modernity and 

development that are themselves a manifestation of multiple modernities.  

 

II. 
 

The misunderstanding between the Americas is based on cultural historical 

prerequisites. One of them is North America’s traditional conviction that it 

represents modernity exclusively. The jungle of reciprocal projections and 

suspicions can only be thinned out by realizing that we might not be dealing 

with a single modernity, but with a multitude of modernities. Each of them 

corresponds to the prerequisites that have developed in the intellectual and 

religious history of the individual cultures. Once we have acknowledged this, we 

will no longer judge which cultures are ‘better’ than others, but try to understand 

the cultures in order to comprehend their present reality. The benefit of such an 

approach can be illustrated well by the example of North and South America. 

 

As for the collective memory of Latin America, Ariel by José Enrique Rodo is a 

crucial book. It appeared in the year 1900 in Uruguay, and it sums up the 

dialectics of the Americas and the widening of the gap between them. Heroes 

and ancestors of the Americans appear, the end of the time of Creation is 

announced, and a warning is issued about a highly mechanized, materialistic 

world in the style of North America. Ariel describes the last lecture of the 

university teacher Prosperos who bids his students farewell at year’s end, as 

once did Socrates before the youth of Athens. Rodo borrowed his examples 

from the metaphors of Renan und Guyau, but his symbolism goes back to 

Shakespeare’s late work The Tempest. Ariel is the personification of idealism 

which is put on a level with Latin American culture, and Prospero is contrasted 

with Caliban who typifies the materialism of North America. For Rodo, art 

stands at the top of the Latin American pyramid of values, the recognition of 

beauty, pure discourse, the ideal of truth, an intuitively sensitive world view that 

resists practical utilization and application, even in science and technology. That 
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is, indeed, diametrically opposed to the cultural history of North America, the 

general tone of which has been empirical, analytical, rational, logical, and to a 

certain extent utilitarian, ever since the beginning of white civilization in the 17th 

century. The pragmatic ideas of philosophers like William James or John Dewey 

are based on the assumption that one can always improve one’s situation, but 

one remains responsible for any setback that may occur and cannot blame God 

or any other transcendental authority, like in the traditional culture of Latin 

America. North American culture considers itself in the Promised Land; in the 

19th century, the term ‘Manifest Destiny’ was coined, and the Puritan tradition 

spoke of the ‘City upon a Hill’. The capability of quantification, of achieving 

records and high numbers, which does not exist in Latin American culture in the 

same form, is an additional source of life-giving energy. In North America, 

distress is not accepted as a tragic act of fate; the vision that tragedy can 

ennoble man is a Latin American point of view.  

 

Also, there is the North American idea of self reliance which even shows in the 

utopian cooperatives of Robert Owen, the Brook Farm philosophy, or in the 

concept of nature embraced by the ‘Transcendentalists’ Emerson and Thoreau, 

which differed greatly from that in Latin America, where ‘transcendence’ actually 

means reclusiveness and the hereafter. One look at the North American 

economy and its dynamic development will show how much better suited 

pragmatic thought was for the purpose of industrialization than the 

metaphysical-transcendent basic attitude that has prevailed in Latin American 

culture since 16th century Catholic scholasticism. 

 

Even social Darwinism, while widespread in North America—just think of 

Herbert Spencer and his disciple John Fiske in the 19th century—knew no 

equivalent in Latin America. It was based on the idea that nature as well as 

history contribute to the elevation of mankind. In science, North America 

discovered a method of utilizing physical nature. The merit of modesty 

corresponded with the Calvinistic appreciation of economic success in this 

world as a promise of gratification in the hereafter. 
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With his view of possessive individualism, John Locke also emphasized human 

self-will, property, and man’s general right to the fruits of his work. Besides, 

Puritan moral standards seemed to harmonize with the laws of nature, the 

pursuit of happiness, and civil rights. Benjamin Franklin’s notion of ‘practical 

wisdom’ was anticipated by the theologian Cotton Mahter. The philosophy of the 

Declaration of Independence, as expressed by Thomas Jefferson, is also part of 

the picture, as are common law, the theories of Edward Cooke, the political 

writings of Sidney and Milton, as well as the tradition of the Magna Charta, and 

the great speeches of the preacher Charles Chauncy. All this added up to an 

impressive interplay of philosophy and national constitution. Even North 

American thinkers like Josiah Royce or Santayana, while often called idealists, 

concentrate on ‘hopeful action’.  

 

The collective ‘frontier’ experience was of fundamental importance for the 

development of North America. Over three centuries, the frontier of white 

civilization stretched across the continent and determined the entire social, 

economic, and legal life in North America. This experience has no parallel in 

Latin America, where settlements were mainly dotted along the coasts over 

centuries, but there were no area-wide settlement activities. North America was 

marked by expansion to the west—an expansion that brought with it democracy 

and the rise of the ‘common man’, a phenomenon unknown in this form in Latin 

America. Even today, the absence of a broad middle class troubles the 

economy, state, and society, with fatal consequences.  

 

In other words: the economic success of the United States is rooted in its 

history of ideas. ‘Action’ became the key to the existence of each individual, 

knowledge called for application, thought was aimed at targets and purposes, 

and obstacles were there to be overcome. North American culture is 

anthropocentric. It sees man as the ultimate justification; it is aimed at 

instrumental success in the framework of a functional world view. Latin 

American culture, on the other hand, is traditional and, even today, theocentric 

at the core. It circles around the idea of the supernatural as the human raison 

d’être. The interventions in nature in Latin America are ultimately still 
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considered a violation of creation. A theocentric perspective is less interested in 

what a man has achieved or what he represents on earth, but in what he feels 

and what he ‘is’.  

 

That is the opposite of the North American idea of progress and domination of 

nature. Traditional Latin American culture did not attribute setbacks to individual 

failure, but viewed them as acts of providence. Not only the result of an action is 

acknowledged, but also the attempt itself. Obviously, this attitude is hardly 

compatible with the pragmatism of a rising industrial nation. Alexander von 

Humboldt impressively described scholastic Catholicism which did not 

experience the break between the Middle Ages and the modern age, between 

faith and reason, as drastically as the Germany of the Reformation, the England 

of Cromwell, or the France of Descartes and the Revolutions. To this very day, 

the medieval idea of unity sounds forth in the Spanish-Portuguese cultural area, 

resulting from the identity of faith and government during the colonial centuries, 

from which Latin America has still not truly liberated itself.  

 

From a North American point of view, the future is conceived as teleological—it 

inevitably appears brighter, because it is closer to divine redemption than the 

present. The ideal of Catholic culture, on the other hand, is the past, the time 

before all time, when heaven and earth were still one. Thus, the ‘real reality’ of 

Calvinist North American culture stands opposed to the ‘utopian reality’ of Latin 

America. It is not without reason that the author Alejo Carpentier, in his essay 

The Kingdom of This World, refers to a special, miraculous reality in Latin 

America. To this, Angel Asturias adds his concept of ‘magic realism’, 

presupposing an ‘irrationally perceivable reality’ in contradistinction to the 

‘rational understanding’ of everyday reality. 

 

 

III. 
 

Latin America was colonized under the aegis of a universal Catholic monarchy. 

Its sense of time was contemplative and seemed to suggest that eternity might 
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begin at any moment. At its root lay an all-embracing pantheistic sensibility. It is 

said that the independent ontology of traditional Latin American culture was 

predicated on a sense of time as flowing, but without a particular destination. 

And what is more, Latin America stood in the scholastic tradition of thinkers 

such as Molina, Vitorio, or Suárez in Spain for centuries. Scholasticism was 

more than a philosophy; it was a system of thought in state and society that 

organized all aspects of life.  

 

In short, the explorative character of science that marked the Renaissance 

period and also influenced North America did not have the same significance in 

the memory of Latin America. Even 19th century positivism remained but a 

passing phenomenon from Tierra de Fuego to Mexico. It did not have the 

capacity to take root, so it disappeared as the 19th century drew to an end.  

 

That is what caused—and continues to cause—the fundamental tension with 

Western modernity. For Carlos Fuentes, Latin American culture is split between 

the poles of nostalgia for the ‘noble savage’ and an eschatological longing for 

revolt, i. e. between extreme individualism and a form of apocalyptic 

collectivism. This view is shared by the Brazilian social anthropologist Gilberto 

Freyre, who observed that even colonial Latin America had a social prejudice 

against the purportedly ‘non-aristocratic world of business’; background and 

social prestige were considered more important than material success. The 

poet and essayist Octavio Paz is equally convinced that Latin America has a 

flawed relationship to the reality of modernity. Paz reminds us that even pre-

Columbian cultures were characterized by a mythical notion of primeval times, 

by a vision of nature that stands in fundamental opposition to North American 

technology to this day. Man was connected to nature, because he deemed 

himself part of it. This vision was represented by the sacred realm of Pacha 

Mama, with its magical-universal claim to world dominion. Man was endowed 

with the gift of his own nature; it was not to be utilized, nor exploited.  

 

In the magical world view of the advanced Maya, Aztec, and Inca civilizations, 

every partial event depends on a guiding principle in the order of the world. 
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Even the Spanish mysticism in the age of discovery held on to the idea of man’s 

integration in the divine and universal, the preservation of this world in the 

hereafter. Alexander von Humboldt relates that the church in Peru, for instance, 

set up its crosses at the wayside next to Indian stone symbols, as reminders of 

divine governance. The meditating monk was quite aware that the universal 

thinking of Spanish Catholicism was not too far away from the magical notion of 

allness in advanced Indian civilizations. Both the monk’s and the Indian’s 

approach to the world were speculative rather than strictly rational, unlike the 

matter-of-fact Protestantism of the early pilgrims, from Virginia to New England. 

Life did not serve as a springboard for actions, but as a mere possibility of 

being.  

 

That is why the Indian population has always experienced industrialization, 

urbanization, and technology as a threat to cultural identity. At this point, a 

parallel to the Islamic world can easily be drawn. A one-dimensional, linear view 

of progress as practiced in the West never existed in the traditional cultures of 

Latin America. 

 

The technological backwardness of Latin America is due to the lack of an 

authentic tradition of natural science. Notions such as ‘progress’, ‘future’, and 

‘efficiency’ took on completely different connotations in Latin America than they 

did in North America, which has been influenced by the ‘innerworldly asceticism’ 

of Calvinism. That remained evident even during the 20th century, in that the 

great economic Alliance for Progress never achieved the same success as, say, 

the Marshall Plan did in Europe after 1945. Even today, Latin America is 

struggling with modernity. There is no synergetic interplay between culture, 

economy, and the democratic political order; Latin American modernity is, for 

the most part, a ‘borrowed’ one. Caudillismo, the cult of the strong man, is what 

marked the political culture of Latin America, even after the revolutions of the 

19th century—which were never democratic revolutions of the middle classes, 

like in Europe or North America, since the economy long remained mercantilist. 

Montesquieu or Thomas Jefferson’s Federalist Papers, the bases of European 
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and North American revolutions, were carefully read in Latin America, but their 

implementation at best took on the form of ‘Potemkin villages’.  

 

Even after the Latin American revolutions of the 19th century, the economic and 

political power remained in the hands of local oligarchies and military elites. 

Latin America also suffered from the decline of the Spanish Empire, that last 

embodiment of the medieval system of thought. Even at the height of the 

Renaissance period, Spain fought with great fervor for the continuation of the 

Middle Ages, unlike the rest of Europe, where the foundations of the natural 

sciences and the industrial revolution were already being laid. Besides, 

autocentric individualism, personalismo, bordered on social anarchy in Latin 

America.  

 

IV. 
 

That explains that Latin America’s history of ideas suggested a completely 

different form of modernity than that of North America. All attempts to break free 

from the logical-rational imperative of Western modernity, however, were 

punished by chronic economic and political instability. Those of North American 

hue, proud of their knowledge, took over the prerogative of the creator god. 

They were no longer wards of the divine will and bearers of the divine image; 

they were certainly lesser than god, but greater than any other creature, so they 

embarked on their inexorable technological ascent. The magical-mythological 

powers were abolished, and the technological feat took their place.  

 

In Latin American tradition, on the other hand, man sees himself as the shoot of 

defeated cultures, pried out of archaic myths, thrust into a world without gods 

and an ocean without light, lost in the dark. The reality of modernity came in 

with brutish force, and it caused a sense of being out of place, geographically 

as well as mentally, a sense of homelessness and exile—fuera de lugar—and 

the fear of ‘Herodianization’ (Toynbee), that is, of estrangement from one’s 

original cultures, such as experienced by Herod the Great, who physically lived 

in Palestine, but was culturally bound to Rome.  
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A true comprehension of foreign cultures is required to understand the logics of 

their thoughts and actions. Human beings are not only citizens of a nation, but 

also members of cultures and religions. Misunderstandings in dealing with Third 

World countries as well as misconceptions of one’s own First World often result 

from the fact that traditional cultures rarely follow the logics of the universal 

rationality demanded by a technological civilization. Our own cultural and thus 

human identity is threatened by global technological homogenization. That is 

not merely an antiquated feeling, as is nowadays sometimes suggested, but 

can arise from the insight that cultural diversity is a vital resource that ought not 

to be carelessly forsaken. The wealth of human evolution lies in the multitude of 

cultures and not in the uniformity of the industrial global civilization that always 

goes hand in hand with uniformity of thought.  

 

V. 
 

Latin America has surprisingly become a political workshop in our global 

civilization. Ever since leftist governments have been coming into power in more 

and more countries, like recently the former Bishop Fernando Lugo in 

Paraguay, it has at least become evident that the continent is looking for new 

answers to globalization—different from the answers of the communist-capitalist 

regime in China and also different from those of India, which has devoted itself 

to the Western concept of progress. For critics, the new political movements in 

Latin America stand out like an anachronism, but to others they offer the hope 

of an escape from the global capitalist society. 

 

At least they seriously ask the question whether alternatives to neoliberalism 

are possible, after all. Some of these new leftists are pragmatic, realistic, and 

modern, like Lula in Brazil or Michelle Bachelet in Chile, Tabaré Vázquez in 

Uruguay, and Alan García in Peru. Others tend to use populist rhetoric, like 

those in Venezuela, Bolivia, Ecuador, or Cuba. The democratic-pragmatic 

leftists respect the free market, whereas the populists are largely anti-liberal. 
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Neither of the two groups will be understood without a comprehension of the 

cultural and religious history of the continent, without an insight into its logics of 

thought and action which differ greatly from those of the Western World, 

especially North America.  

 

Its entire cultural tradition seems to strangely resist modernity. Reconciliation 

between the native, partly still autochthonous cultures and the industrial culture 

has remained an unfulfilled dream. There is, according to the historian Fernand 

Braudel, a Latin American flight from ‘material’ existence, and in the eyes of the 

Cuban author Alejo Carpentier, the whole continent ‘suffers’ from modernity; it 

partakes only in a ‘borrowed modernity’ reminiscent of Potemkin villages. 

 

Indeed, modernity seems to be artificially imposed on Latin America. The 

concept of linear, Aristotelian progress that belongs to traditional Western 

modernity somehow appears to be missing, not to mention faith in progress, 

certainty of providence, and a ‘manifest destiny’ in the style of what North 

America had already known in the 19th century. Above all, the specific Puritan 

Protestantism with its notion of a chosen people, the City upon a Hill, the 

election of grace, and Calvinist pragmatism as described by Max Weber is 

missing.  

 

However, technological progress cannot be understood without the appropriate 

cultural historical prerequisites. The transcendental cosmology in the cultures of 

the Aztecs, the Olmec, and the Incas opposes modern Western technology. 

Even the secular conception of history that has developed in Europe since the 

Renaissance period, centered on a physical-scientific world view, knows no 

equivalent in the colonial Catholic culture of Latin America, nor in its pre-

Columbian heritage. All rationality is culture-specific. From an Ibero-American 

point of view, the Western monopolization of the concept of rationality provokes 

protest and is regarded as a threat to human identity. The magical-mythical and 

speculative traditions of Latin American culture keep clashing with the empirical-

analytical thought of Western Europe. 
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That is substantiated by the early universities: at the University of Lima, founded 

in 1535, or the Colegio del Rosario in Columbia, established in 1551, 

philosophy and theology prevailed from the start, followed by medicine, 

whereas Harvard, Yale, and Princeton placed special emphasis on natural 

sciences and mathematics. Latin America never developed a level of empirical-

mathematical technology comparable to that of North America. 

 

In Europe, the experimental sciences grew more important during that period. 

Neither the inductive logics that served as a basis of all empirical research, nor 

the liberal political theory of a John Stuart Mill, nor Anglo-Saxon utilitarianism 

were matched in the Latin American history of ideas. Even the concept of 

nature was fundamentally different in Indian culture: the indigenous people did 

not want to dominate nature (Pacha Mama), but serve it respectfully. They 

considered nature the protector and source of life and had no intention of 

analytically sounding it out. They regarded it as a symbiosis of earth, animals, 

and plants, incorporated in a sacred universe that should not be technologically 

utilized. Again and again, anthropologists such as Roger Bastide, Alfred 

Métraux, and Marcel Mauss have pointed to this. 

 

The cosmology of the Incas does not conceive time as teleological; it knows no 

linear Aristotelian concept of time, like Western culture, where time is future-

oriented. In the Indian cosmology, the ideal state of things existed in the past. 

The past was heroic and prophetic. Unlike the blissful age of the first beginning, 

when heaven and earth were still one, the future is associated with the 

apocalypse. It is believed that the original state will be restored at the end of the 

cycle. Here lies a fundamental difference with Christian theology, which expects 

perfection and eternity in the future. Only this profound difference can explain 

the present modernization conflicts in the economy and society of Bolivia and 

Ecuador, as both countries have a high share of indigenous Indian population. 

 

VI. 
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At the outset, Colonial Latin America was a mental construct, a product of 

Europe. The fact that so many utopian fantasies have been woven around the 

continent is mainly owed to Amerigo Vespucci’s description, without which the 

utopian political model of a Thomas Morus, for example, would not have been 

conceivable. Morus was also impressed by the description of the Inca state 

given by Gacilasco, an Inca himself. By the same token, numerous 

intellectuals—from Bartolomé de Las Casas to Vasco de Quiroga—proposed to 

Charles V. that Latin America should be separated from European civilization so 

as to realize Thomas Morus’ Utopia there. 

 

But there were also historical experiences that caused Latin America to doubt in 

Western civilization. Most of the democratic constitutions of the new 

independent states of the 19th century remained rhetoric; seldom was the 

constitutional reality even remotely in consonance with the constitutional claim. 

For Latin America, political independence did not represent a victory of liberal 

thought, but rather the experience of political and social disintegration brought 

about by the dissolution of the Spanish universal monarchy. 

 

Wide circles of the population were excluded from the democratic revolutions. 

Economic power fell into the hands of the oligarchs, while political power 

passed to military elites. Despite the democratic revolutions, Latin America was 

long marked by neofeudalism, only camouflaged as civil Western liberalism. 

Hidden under the modern mask, the old principle of authority lingered on, 

paternalismo, a form of absolutism without monarchy, the rule of tribunes, 

caudillos, and autocratic presidents. 

 

Nevertheless, several counter-movements emerged. The history of Latin 

America can thus be interpreted as a metamorphosis of utopian thought, borne 

by a ‘messianic surplus’, as it were, by a Creole, indigenous, and Pan-American 

dream. In 1516, the same year as Thomas Morus’ Utopia appeared, the 

theologist Bartolomé de Las Casas idealized the original population as a genus 

angelicum, a people “in innocence and without greed“, in contrast to the Europe 

of the Renaissance period. 
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In the early 20th century, thinkers such as José Mariátegui (1894–1930), Haye 

de la Torre, or the Peruvian writer José María Arguedas (1911–1969) 

developed an indigenous utopia and combined it with Marxist ideas. Quechua-

speaking Indians were to shape the whole world by means of a social-

revolutionary messianism that was not inspired by the example of Lenin, but by 

that of Túpac Amaru II, who reincarnated, so to speak, as the various peasant 

leaders. The ‘Liberator’ Simón Bolívar (1783–1830) dreamt of a harmonious 

coexistence of Indians, blacks, mestizos, and whites under the wing of Creoles. 

This was the first occurrence of the ‘messianic prophecy’ that Hugo Chávez, 

Lula da Silva, or Rafael Correa in Ecuador continue today in their own way, for 

instance by economic trips to Africa or Asia. Chávez intends to ally with Iran in 

order to form an Anti-American block; Evo Morales first traveled to Beijing 

instead of Washington after his election. 

 

There are further sources of political messianism on the part of leftist 

movements: in his widely read essay La raza cosmica, Mission de la raza 

iberoamericana (1925), the Mexican writer, philosopher, and minister of 

education José Vasconcelos (1881–1959) claimed a special status for Latin 

America and preached the ethics of universal liberation through ‘A Mexican 

Ulysses’. Inspired by Latin America, mankind was to enter an era of peace, the 

“conversion of all peoples at the end of time”. Henríquez Ureña from Santo 

Domingo propagated the same messianic vision in his treatise La Utopía de 

América, which also appeared in 1925. For him, too, North America was the 

land of utter materialism, greed, and bondage. Ureña advocated a ‘new Latin 

American’ who was at once to be universal and forswear the North American 

state-utopia, only thus becoming truly ‘human’. 

 

These traditions later helped Liberation Theologians such as Gustavo Gutiérrez, 

the Peruvian Bishop of the poor, or Leonardo Boff in Brazil overcome the fierce 

resistance of the Vatican. 
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In the hour of its birth in 1492, Latin America—as well as parts of Asia or 

Africa—became the first periphery of modern Europe, a parade ground for the 

haughtiness of civilization. In those days, the world of Christopher Columbus 

was still the Mare nostrum of the Romans, surrounded by Asia, Africa, and Latin 

America. However, the ‘spiritual’ conquest of Latin America could not achieve 

the same as Mediterranean Christianity did during antiquity, when it managed to 

change and renew the Greek-Roman world view for more than three centuries.  

 

The ‘argumentative community’ that heads of states are now striving for in 

political alliances—from Mercosur to Alba or Can—has never existed. To a 

certain degree, this weakness is attributable to the rejection of a free trade area 

with the United States. 

 

VII. 
 

But what does that mean for the future of Latin America? The continent might 

turn its back on Eurocentrism and develop its own concept of reason that 

admits of intuition and empathy and overcomes the abstraction of rational 

universalism.  

 

The great literature of Latin America has already marked the trail, from Jorge 

Luis Borges to Miguel Asturias, Pablo Neruda to Ernesto Sabato, Octavio Paz 

to Carlos Fuentes, to name just a few. 

 

Perhaps Latin America is seeking a different answer in modernity and to 

modernity than North America. With regard to the global civilization of the 21st 

century, only the demand to recognize the pluralism of cultures can arise from 

the dialectics of the Americas. Latin America might be able to inspire the global 

civilization with sensitivity and a wider view of man that could not have 

originated from the industrial cultures of the technological world, because they 

persist in an arrogance that has long lost its legitimation. The rationalist concept 

of progress has already thrown man into a sense of homelessness that is 

reaching crisis proportions. The celebration of human achievements has long 
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given way to the pressure of a merciless efficiency demand that reduces man to 

his role in the work process, at the expense of his wealth of possibilities. With 

this in mind, Latin America may well be able to contribute significantly to the 

human identity of the new global civilization that Hegel anticipated when he 

conceptualized Latin America as the ‘continent of the future’. 

 

VIII. 
 

As far as that goes, Latin America might very well enrich the global civilization 

of the 21st century, for instance through ‘Creolization’, the cultural amalgamation 

that is characteristic not only of Latin America, but of the entire global society. 

 

The mainspring of Creolization lies in the ethnic-religious conflicts of India, 

China, Africa, and the Islamic world. While the Western view of the globe is still 

guided by anachronistic ‘continental thought’, the global society is gradually 

transforming into archipelagos, a ‘multiverse’ in which the identity of cultures no 

longer descends from a single root, but from a ‘rhizome’. 

 

The West is presently seeing its cultural claim to universality being questioned. 

Its monolithic thought no longer does justice to the developments of the global 

society, even if it is to be enforced with tanks. 

 

Instead, it is becoming ever clearer that the universal cannot exist without the 

culturally specific—no unity without diversity. The Western claim to a monopoly 

of reason and global conscience can no longer be maintained. The West will 

have to admit multiple modernities, including competing concepts of progress, 

according to the competing cultural and religious historical prerequisites of 

modernity. 

 

Rich experiences in history give Latin America a considerable reservoir of 

empathy. In the present development of the global society with its focus on 

purely economic globalization, Latin America could very well play a 

compensatory role as a workshop of the world. 
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A purely economic and quantitative understanding of growth does not comply 

with any holistic development of civilization. Modern science and technocracy 

embrace a mechanistic notion of the universe that cannot easily be applied to 

non-Western cultures. Mere technological progress does not account for 

sustainable development. In all the mythologies and cosmologies of the various 

cultures, the ideas of ‘the good life’ and of happiness differ. It takes not only 

exogenous and imported technology, but also indigenous and traditional 

knowledge to save our human identity. 

 

The West should try to find a balance and avoid haughtiness. A teaching 

community ought to be transformed into a learning community. More than ever, 

meta-political wisdom, a fair balance of tradition and modernity, and an 

understanding of the world as a polylogue of civilizations in the 21st century are 

called for.  

 

Translated from German by Leila Kais. 
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