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Arjun Appadurai’s current research focuses on the anthropology of global
violence; Asian mega-cities; grassroots political activist networks in India
and South Asia, and cultural pluralism. In Modernity at Large: Cultural
Dimensions of Globalization (1996) Appadurai introduced new concepts like
translocality, intercontextuality, trans-nation, post-national identity and
diasporic public space. These concepts are important for understanding
urbanization and the urban experience under the conditions created by globalization.

What I would like to talk about is the relationship between globalization
and life at a local level. Globalization is often described and understood
as a large-scale, rather abstract process, but what is globalization from
a local perspective?
From the point of view of the localities in which I have spent some time, like
Bombay and a few other cities outside the US, and thus speaking from a
non-US perspective for a moment, I think there is something to the experience of globalization as an abstract and outside force. I think we shouldn’t

dismiss that aspect in understanding the experience of globalization.
Especially in the era of long-distance warfare conducted by the US in Iraq
and Afghanistan, but also of the action of the terrorists of very different
kinds all over the world, I think a lot of people experience a certain terror
and fear, which is connected with the idea that things come at you with
great velocity and often without the sources known or the reasons understood - and often they are indeed a bit abstract. That dimension should not
be dismissed, but it is only a part of the experience.
The other side of the experience, which I have stressed in my own earlier work, is the sense that globalization is a machine or a technology or a
process that helps you to open your own horizon. It provides a set of pathways to connect you to other people, other societies, other conversations,
not only through the media but also through what we might call a variety
of mediated experiences, including the experience of travel and migration,
which is at the other end from more electronic mediation. This second
aspect gives more positivity to the experience of globalization.
Now the third is somewhere between these two, in the dialectic
between the two. There is the dimension of globalization as an outside, distant, fast-moving, abstract and scary process, and there is the experience of
globalization as a vehicle for the expansion of local horizons, aspirations,
expectations, possibilities - if you like the utopian side. Between these two
there is a dialectic in which the local gets produced. I go back to my old
phrase about the “production of locality,” and today I might say that locality gets produced in a very complicated and sometimes violent confrontation, between the sense that globalization is not yours at all and actually
attacks you in some way and the sense that globalization can help you.
There is a kind of encounter between these things which is sometimes very
comfortable and civil and democratic and so on, and at other times it is
harsh, as we see especially in the global sites where some kind of warfare
has become a feature of everyday life.
Or where entire regions are pushed into tough economic restructuring.
Yes, as in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa or Latin America or Asia, where
poverty is changing but still very grim. The experience of locality there is
produced in the encounter between these two possibilities offered by globalization.
Is this connected with what I would call the rise of the new minorities?
There have been minorities for a long time, of course, such as the Jews
in Europe, but there seem to be a lot of new minorities coming into
being.
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The wording “new minorities” directs our attention to two things. One is that
there are actually groups that are minorities today that we didn’t think of as
such in the past. And second, there are people who arrive in certain societies
who were not there before and thus are new minorities because they’ve just
arrived through migration. Both are part of what we may call the new
minorities. They are connected to the new conditions for the production of
locality for a variety of reasons. First of all, in their own emergence, whether

120

it’s through migration, or through being discovered within their own society by census techniques or some legal definition or redefinition, or by some
other action of the state ... in any case, when they come into being, they
instantly open up the production of locality, because they open up the question of citizenship. Leaving everything else aside, the direct question is: Who
really belongs?
This is different from the experience of what we could call historical
minorities or implicit minorities, who may have been numerically minor but
were not defined in some way as minorities. These new minorities seem to
bring out certain crises at the heart of liberal democratic societies, more
even than they do in very hard or totalitarian or state-controlled societies.
In liberal democratic societies they seem to open up questions about rights
which affect everybody. Their questions are not questions that you can keep
in a ghetto. Muslims in India raise questions about the authority of the family, of males over females, of property, and about religion itself as a defining
feature of human life, questions which are not trivial for the whole of society. Through struggles, particularly in the legal sphere, it seems that questions of minorities about their citizenship and their rights and roles and
powers very quickly become central concerns for everybody.
There is a connection between the new minorities and the way in

which locality is produced, but also the way in which the global is being
experienced. New minorities immediately raise questions about human
rights. Human rights is a quintessentially global and globalizing discourse.
It is not only universal because it is about all humans, it’s also mobile. It has
come in the last century from particular sources and is moving around the
world in a very forceful way. In the middle of the 19th century, human rights

was a small, innocent idea. By the middle of the 20th century, however, particularly through the United Nations, it is, you might say, the idea.
Minorities and global processes become connected through the circulation
of the discourse of human rights, which is so huge that no one ignores it.
No one can afford to talk outside it. It’s a little bit like democracy itself. No
one wants to say they have nothing to do with it, or very few people do.
There are states and societies that say they have got nothing to do with it,
but they are very few.
Minorities are also a sort of screen on which the majority projects fears
about its own status in the world. You have called this “the fear of small
numbers.”
In more classical approaches in sociology and other fields, people have
always said that the problem of others is actually the problem of the self.
It’s about the boundaries, the differences: if they are like this, then who are
we? Et cetera. All that continues to be true: minorities are still problematic
partly because they raise questions about the majority itself. But there is
also a new kind of worry about whether minorities are really minorities. And
that’s a global issue. At least in some cases, the feeling is that minorities are
the tip of an iceberg that is not minor at all.
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That observation is very recognizable here in Holland, where in the last
five years Moroccans and Turks have been redefined as Muslims, making
them a threat to Western civilization and such.
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First there is the link to global Islam and then the link to terror, which then
all becomes a kind of single package. First everybody becomes defined primarily by their religion rather than by their nation or their language. And
then the religion is defined by its most radical voices, and then those are
connected to the most radical actions. Part of it is a kind of paranoid demographics. Every time you see one troubling Muslim man, behind him there is
an imagined Muslim army just like him, even though that army is not visible. That is a new reality, which is connected to the facts of migration but
also to the images of mass mediation. We are constantly being told by the
media that there is a vast world of support behind any specific action.
And this is not only true for Muslims. Again, unfortunately, it’s not a
fiction, because whether it’s Islam or the radical pro-Israel cause or proHindu causes, there is a factual basis, because these movements have
become globalized. Supporters of Hindu nationalism in India now are very
vigorous in the US. That’s a reality and not simply a specter or a fiction. There
are linkages. But they often become confused with empirical minorities in
real societies. This confusion, I think, is the zone of danger. The confusion, in
other words, which superimposes a kind of global narrative, which is also a
narrative of large numbers and armies and hidden weapons, onto communities which often are mostly concerned with how to live with their neighbors
in New York or in Leiden. Their concern is, how shall we build a mosque, how
shall we serve our food, how shall we dress, how shall we bring up our children and so on, which are everybody’s concerns, and which are very proximate and daily. But they have to negotiate through this torrent of images
and messages that say they are part of a big world of Muslims. That’s tough,
because it’s not completely false. In other words, they are aware that there
is a bigger world, but that doesn’t mean every one of them is taking every
action every minute on the basis of that bigger identification.
If they are part of a second or even third generation of migrants, who
seldom speak the language of their parents or grandparents anymore
but are still being identified as Muslim and as dangerous, that must be
very hard to cope with.
You put your finger on one of the cruelest aspects of life for the new minorities. As states become more anxious, new categories are being defined by
law, by statistics and by censuses. Because entitlements are at stake, lots of
people get counted in new ways. Sometimes those ways create big cate-

gories by lumping things; sometimes they create small categories by splitting things. But whichever way it goes, many people suddenly find themselves to be minorities when they didn’t know they were minorities. So now,
for example, in India, Muslims suddenly discover something similar to what
Jews discovered in Nazi Germany: namely that they were not German.
Muslims in India are not Indians anymore. For a long time in Germany there
was a refusal, especially in the upper classes, to accept this development,
and people asked: What do you mean, we’re Jews? It was a very rude shock
for them.
This is being discovered now by younger migrants throughout the
world. They are very much part of the societies in which they live, and
indeed have lost various connections to their home societies, and often have
come very far from their own parents and grandparents. They have struggled, as all young people do, but their struggles have an added burden,
because they also have to deal with a kind of outside force of image-making, and not only with the normal struggles that you may have with your
parents or your grandparents.
There is the fear now that if you don’t stand by your parents, for example, if you’re a Palestinian, young Palestinians surely have things about
which they disagree with their parents and grandparents, but - can you do
so? Can you do so publicly? Can you afford to do so? It’s very, very difficult.
I think this is where, if I may speculate, some of the tragic energy behind
the suicide bombers emerges from. These are people who don’t have the luxury of ordinary struggles with their parents, elders or society anymore, and
only have the biggest struggle of all. Their life becomes validated by the
most extreme action, which is to give up their body, explosively.
Are there places or big cities that you know of where this process of
minoritization and violence against or by new minorities is not occurring?
That’s an important question. When you study these kinds of violent and
exclusionary processes, you often begin to think they are everywhere. But
take a society like India, a national society which is quite big, with more
than a billion inhabitants, and 30 or 40 cities with very large populations.
There is good empirical work that shows that, leaving the countryside aside,
within cities there is quite a range of variations when national crises occur
or national rioting begins. Certain cities are not quick to get into it. They
don’t get provoked. They remain very slow to get involved or don’t get
involved at all.
It takes some effort to understand why that is. So far, the efforts have
not been very successful because there are so many variables. But at least a
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working answer is that in some of these places the bonds between
the communities are not only socially deep but also very deep in
terms of business, livelihood and occupations, and economy. So
nobody has an interest in large-scale ethnic warfare. This is only
a rough hypothesis, because there are cities in India where that
kind of interdependency is great and nevertheless violence occurs.
But the question then is: Does it last for a long time? In Bombay,
which is a good case, it happens, but it usually doesn’t last very
long. It can be very brutal, but it’s short, because the commercial
life of the city cannot afford that kind of thing. Both poor people
and rich people know that. Whereas if you have dual economies,
or economic ghettoization and a completely divided civil society,
then I think the potential for a kind of ghettoized project of ethnic violence or even ethnocide becomes more possible.
This is an area where social scientists still have a lot of work
to do. But the good news is that there are many parts of the world
where violence by constituted and self-conscious majorities in
relation to new or even renewed minorities is absent. It was true
in Eastern Europe for most of the time after the Second World
War and before the 1990s. There may have been some issues, but
Serbs and Croats were not killing each other then. So we know it
could be so, and we know today it still can be so. A map of the
world would still not be totally covered with places where ethnic
violence is exploding. Now, to come back to the very difficult
question of how order is maintained outside of violence itself, i.e.,
how ordinary, daily peace is produced - not the question of how
peace is brought back after violence has taken place - what I find
very interesting is that even in cities like Bombay, where life is
actually very difficult, on the whole people are not killing each
other, either in the form of ordinary crime or of ethnic violence.
Even though they are packed together.
Absolutely. Even if you take a train ride, it’s remarkable how little
friction there is in extraordinary difficult circumstances. I have
become interested in the production of peace, you might say, and
how it is done on a daily basis. A lot of social scientists assume
that peace, rules and order are some kind of default state. The
only thing that they then need to explain is violence, breakdowns
and conflicts. But I’m now convinced that just as locality is a production, so also everyday peace, or tolerance, or willingness to live
together, or conviviality, as the anthropologist Lourdes Arizpe

called it, is itself a project, and a difficult project at that. People undertake it all the time, but we have not given enough time to what is
involved in that. It’s not a matter of just going about your business; it’s
a matter of making an effort to ignore a certain friction, or to downplay a certain tension. This work is going on all the time, and not only
in public spaces and spheres like the street and the train and buses and
the schools, but also in the neighborhood, where particularly women
can and do play a very big role in not allowing a quarrel between two
small households to become a major thing.
In Holland in recent years the slogan was coined, “Holland is full,”
which meant that we could not let immigrants in anymore. If you
compare Holland to Bombay, it seems like a ridiculous claim. It is
as if, given enough distance between yourself and your neighbors
or fellow citizens, you have the space to become violent, whereas
if you live as close together as people do in Bombay, there is simply
no room left for the luxury of aggression.
The sense of being already fully occupied was even more dramatic in
Norway, as I saw briefly a few years ago. Norway is a very liberal society in global terms, but very anxious about its small minority population, and very worried about the implications for Norwegian life - not
only Norwegian culture, but also social arrangements, welfare, et
cetera. When I look at a country like Norway, I could say: You could
have millions of people more, with all these woods and forests. That’s
easy to say, but obviously it’s not the way it is felt. The harsh hypothesis in these cases would be that the problem is racial, plain and simple. If these minorities looked like you, or if everybody came to Norway
from Canada, it would not look as if there was not enough space.
It is the quality of the space that is at stake, not the quantity. Just
as small numbers can conceal big numbers, spaces can be experienced
as big or small depending on the quality of what is entering into them.
If what is entering is seen as toxic, you need only a small amount to
think there’s no space for it. The same goes for people. When the sense
of fullness is invoked, it would be interesting to unpack it in any particular city or country or social community to see whether it is primarily about resources, or about public spaces, or, as I might guess, about
the body of the nation. The idea that that body itself would be occupied.
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What exactly do you mean by that?
Meaning that the nation is seen as a kind of cosmos, and I invoke the work
of Mary Douglas here to point to the metaphor of pollution and contamination of a perfect national body. The Nazis invoked all sorts of these ideas,
speaking of the Jews as cancer and so on. Mary Douglas gave us a way to
think about this. Societies think of themselves as cosmological wholes, in
which something small can be a sign of impurity, which then becomes a sign
of danger. She developed a theory which is helpful for understanding the
logic of “full occupancy.” This logic is not demographic, nor even legal. It’s
actually biological and cosmological: the idea that the wholeness of our
society will be somehow eroded by impure minorities, rather than that we
literally don’t have space.
It’s the integrity question, which always has a physical aspect to it.
Because behind the national idea there always is some ethnic idea, and
behind the ethnic idea eventually is some physical idea, that is, a physical
and racial idea. Again, Europe is a very good example of this. Many kinds of
ethno-nationalist confrontations eventually take on a racist quality. Because
the worry is about something that has to do with race also, and not only
with migrants, with social capacity, with jobs. It’s even true in a place like
India, where Hindus also feel some kind of racial concern about Muslims.
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Also about Sikhs?
The Sikhs are for me completely fascinating, because their case shows how
much these things are historical and unpredictable. Until the 1980s, Sikhs
were almost seen as the militant arm of Hinduism against Islam. They were
really seen as almost Hindu. In the 80s that almost reversed itself: they
almost became like Muslims. So a huge historical tradition got overturned.
There are reasons for this, having to do with the history of Punjab in the last
century, things that happened in the economy, but by and large no one in
1975 would have said that in 1984 the Sikhs in Delhi and many other parts
of India would be massacred. Well, they were massacred. And the amount of
suspicion of Sikhs was profound, and the Sikhs’ suspicion of the Hindu
majority was profound. To this day we have the Khalistan movement in
Punjab, a movement that seeks to create a separate country in Punjab, but
it’s also a global imagined country. One of my students, Brian Axel, has written a book on this aspect of the Sikhs’ experience called The Nation’s
Tortured Body. It’s a brilliant book on the Sikh diasporic case, Sikh national
sentiments and how they are both global and local.
After these terrible days in the 1980s, things have somehow renormalized. Today again, Sikhs are not seen as a problematic group, except in a

funny way within Punjab. Elsewhere in India things are almost back to normal. The real worry once again is Muslims. These things are historically
volatile. I use the Sikh case among my colleagues and friends in India to say
that it could be anybody. Tomorrow it could be Jains, for example. In many
ways Jains are very close to Hindus; they are a religious group that split a
little bit from Hinduism millennia ago. Some people in that community are
very important in the business world in particular parts of India. Are the
Jains safe? Maybe not.
That’s another very troubling question: because the relation between
national cultural politics and global perceptions and global processes produces so much tension and friction and multiple interpretations and anxiety, this majority-minority thing is very volatile. Anybody can be placed into
that dialectic. At the same time, in many societies, to go back to your earlier question, groups that could be targeted are not. For us social scientists,
one of the hard questions is why certain groups become stigmatized as dangerous or toxic. There are always more candidates. So who is picked?
Why were the Sikhs picked at the time?
The precipitating reason was that there was a bad relationship between the
politics of the central government of Indira Gandhi in Delhi and the politics
of the state of Punjab. Indira Gandhi herself began to cater to some extremist interests in Punjab, very much on the edge of the Sikh cause. Some of
those leaders she created turned against her. It’s a little bit like the Afghan
resistance, which was produced by the US and the CIA and then turned
against them. So there was a political context, and then there was a more
immediate trigger. As a consequence of the bad relationship between the
politics of Delhi and the politics of Punjab, a Sikh bodyguard of Indira
Gandhi shot her to death. That doesn’t explain much, but it certainly
explains why all these other tensions led to a genocide. The prime minister
and national heroine had been killed by somebody belonging to the group
which had become a problem in Punjab.
How did the Sikhs manage to get the situation back to normal?
That’s a good question, and frankly I don’t have a clear answer. A first
hypothesis is that public attention shifts away, and Muslims are always the
central preoccupation. That’s the negative part of the answer. On the positive side, I would say that Sikhs, for a period of about ten years after the
massacres in 1984, at least up to the early 1990s, went into a kind of social
recession. They cut off their beards, made themselves less visible, became
extremely careful with the expression of their political opinions, et cetera.
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They put a lot of distance between themselves and the separatists who
wanted Khalistan. There was an active effort to say: We are very loyal citizens. That’s the second factor.
The third factor is that Sikhs had a long history of being an ordinary
part of social life in many parts of India. They were able to reclaim that. And
no one at the highest levels of Indian politics has a deep interest in continuing to maintain the demonizing of Sikhs. You might say that there is one
thing that the Sikhs do not have which unfortunately Muslims are saddled
with in India. That is the presence of Pakistan across the border. Every
Muslim represents Pakistan, but every Sikh does not represent Khalistan. In
any case, Khalistan is an idea, not a reality.
If groups are confronted by a redefinition of themselves as a minority, or
when they are produced as minorities, as you said, do they develop certain strategies for coping with this new situation?
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There are primarily two, although there are many variations. I think you’ll
recognize them in Europe, but they are not dissimilar in other parts of the
world. They are the opposite of each other, so the same people may not use
both strategies, but they are both there. One we may call camouflage or disappearing: dressing like the majority, behaving like the majority. Just making
oneself invisible as a minority. Professing standard public shared opinions, et
cetera. A kind of form of social disappearance. The other strategy is vociferously claiming your rights. Saying: How dare you do this to us? How dare you
say we cannot follow our own ways? How dare you say our children cannot
do this or that? How dare you say we must learn Dutch or French or
Norwegian? Is this democratic? This is what you might call the active multiculturalist argument.
Who takes up which strategy depends on who is doing the arguing.
Many minorities are divided, because some want to go one way and some
want to go the other way. When things get very heated, the recessive strategy becomes more popular. When ethnic violence rises, obviously people
want to disappear. But when things are quieter and more open to democratic
debate, then people may take the more vigorous multicultural strategy, in
which they say: We, too, are political beings. We want to have a say in public life. Not just to be allowed to sit at home and cook our own food and be
different. But somehow be in the public sphere and be “recognized” in
Charles Taylor’s sense, as participants who are nevertheless different in some
ways.
I think both strategies are used, but between them - and I go back to
real neighborhoods and streets in cities where people live side by side with
each other - a lot of the actual business is neither social disappearance nor

aggressive expansion of claims, but a kind of daily negotiation. What behavior is acceptable, which food can we share, which street can we walk
together? This is the work of the daily production of conviviality, or of living together. That is what most minorities do, neither the one nor the other
way but the third: finding ways to coexist practically with their neighbors,
rather than with the state, which is a bit abstract, or with their own wider
global community, which is also abstract.
In the end, people have to live with people literally next door. In the
end, there is also a kind of empirical locality, which is proximate and material and nearby. That has to be lived with every day, and lived ín every day.
And that’s where minorities do a sort of creative negotiating, trying to balance the fact that they have no choice but to be different with the fact that
they don’t want, from the difference, to create the conditions of their own
disappearance.

