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  For Fionnuala




  Introduction




  In the centuries-old surroundings of Château Beychevelle, an astronomer is asked by a wine connoisseur what he sees in a glass of wine. What he sees, he tells him, is the birth of the universe because he sees the particles formed in the first few seconds. He sees the sun that existed before our own because carbon atoms were formed in that exploding star and he sees the carbon atoms joined up with other atoms to form the physical basis of our earth. He sees the composition of macromolecules which emerged to give birth to life. He sees the first living cells, the development of the plant kingdom, and the cultivation of vines in Mediterranean countries. He sees Bacchanalian orgies and feasts. He sees the selection of the grape varieties, the age-old traditions of the vineyards. He sees the development of modern technology which allows the temperature of fermentation in the vats to be electronically controlled (Morin 1999: 39). What Michel Cassé observes in a glass of red wine is in global terms a résumé of cosmic and human history and in local, the specific history of Bordeaux wines. The whole is captured in the part and the part opens on to the whole. A glass becomes a looking glass and whole worlds are reflected in a goblet of fermented grape juice.




  The Expanding World is fundamentally about looking more closely at what is around us and acting on that knowledge. It is about considering what it means to have whole worlds reflected in the looking glass of local inquiry. In this extended essay, the intention is to advance what we might call a politics of microspection. By this, we mean a form of engagement with the world which is based on an in-depth analysis and understanding (specere: to look at) of the local (mikros: little). The purpose is twofold. Firstly, the aim is to counter a prevailing culture of disenchantment and particular understandings of globalization by highlighting the inexhaustible variety and richness of the planet. Secondly, the objective is to suggest the implications for politics and society of the development of a way of seeing and doing which is bound up with the local and the proximate.




  Chapter One begins by asking the question: Is our world really shrinking? Time-space compression is often held up to be the dominant feature of our age. (Some) people can get anywhere now much faster or communicate with each other instantly. As more space can be covered in less time, the world is said to get smaller and the effects of standardization are felt worldwide. The chapter opposes this view, with a reading of recent developments in mobility, technology and urbanization that argues for the centrality of the micro not the macro; using the example of language difference and translation shows how one can argue that late modernity is characterised not by increasing homogeneity but by growing dissimilarity. By putting forward a notion of ‘micro-modernity’, the chapter challenges versions of place that see complexity as the sole property of large, metropolitan centres (the ‘Modernist’ cities of Paris, Berlin, London, New York, Tokyo).




  Chapter Two examines the status of humans living in an expanding rather than a shrinking world. Central to the chapter is the notion of the denizen, namely one who lives, or better, dwells knowingly in a particular place. What this might involve is pursued in the areas of tourism, real estate and migration. In this context, the chapter explores the impact of notions of space and time as they define or will define the status of the denizen. Attempts to idealize the local can often lead to misleading and overly positive representations of local community. The chapter argues, on the contrary, that conflict is central to the construction and elaboration of communities in local settings. Small may, on occasions, be beautiful, but is rarely, if ever, peaceful.




  Chapter Three focuses on the forms of inter-relation that can be imagined in local contexts in globalized societies and economies. The chapter explores the limits to particular versions of community and suggests that changes in how otherness is viewed have profound implications for a sense of self and the collective in a global age. How the notion of extended time impacts on both the self and the collective is considered in the chapter with a view to embedding short-term predicaments in long-term scenarios.




  Chapter Four seeks to address in more programmatic terms the issues raised in the previous three chapters. The chapter divides a politics of microspection into an analytic and operational component and describes what might be included under both these headings. A major concern of the chapter is to show how specific forms of inquiry and various kinds of political, economic, educational and social practices can give real effect to a politics of microspection. A major contention in the chapter is that any form of action to ensure the sustainability of the planet and the survival of its inhabitants cannot ignore questions of social justice and political freedom. Being green means dealing with the unseen and dealing with the unseen means reaching out not closing in.




  Leonard Koren in his attempt to define a feature associated with traditional Japanese aesthetics, wabi-sabi, notes how for practitioners of wabi-sabi ‘greatness’ exists in inconspicuous and overlooked details. The ‘details’ take on the world, ‘Within the tea room as within all places wabi-sabi, every single object seems to expand in importance in inverse proportion to its actual size’ (Koren 1994: 67). Like the astronomer’s wine glass or Proust’s Madeleine or Joyce’s native city on a particular day June in 1904, overlooked minutiae are the portals to an understanding of the world. If part of the revolutionary hope of modernism was that art and politics would come together in a great transformative moment, the moment may not so much be past as not yet have come. Surviving into the next century means that all our resources, political, aesthetic, economic must be mobilised. Dwelling meaningfully and practicably on a planet whose future is deeply uncertain is a skill we must all urgently acquire. The Expanding World suggests where we might begin.
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  Chapter One




  A Shrinking World?




  The tag line for the film is ‘If you want to be understood, listen’. The problem for the characters in Alejandro González Iñárritu’s Babel (2006) is that even when they do listen, they do not always understand. The languages of the world are not mutually intelligible. The version of the Babel story which is gravely intoned in the film’s preview is explicit about the link between hubris and incomprehension:




  In the beginning all the Lord’s people from all parts of the world spoke one language. Nothing they proposed was impossible for them. But fearing what the spirit of man did accomplish, the Lord said let us go down and confuse their language so that they may not understand one another’s speech.




  As the rifle shots ring out across the Moroccan desert, the implication is that to speak one language is to be all-powerful, to speak many a manifesto for chaos. But of course, it is the film itself ranging across three continents and seven different languages (English, French, Arabic, Berber, Spanish, Japanese and Japanese Sign Language) which recreates the Babelian project. From behind the lens of the camera it is possible to take in the multiplicity of the world in the single frame of the cinema screen. As the narrative rapidly shifts from Southern California to Morocco to Tokyo, the world unfolds before us as if the Tower of Babel was an in fact an observation post, the cinema itself an Observatory for a humanity brought together for our inspection. It is hardly surprising then when checklists are drawn up to establish the incontrovertible fact of a shrinking world that cinema and in particular the cinema output of Hollywood majors is regularly invoked as a shared element in an emerging global culture (Crane 2002).




  Anthony Giddens famously, if not particularly memorably, defined globalisation two decades ago as ‘the intensification of worldwide social relations which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring many miles away and vice versa’ (1990: 64). The emergence of international institutions (IMF, World Bank, World Trade Organisation (WTO)), the spread of global brands (McDonalds, Starbucks), heightened environmental awareness (Chernobyl, the Brundtland report (1987), UN reports on climate change), worldwide protest movements (Vietnam, anti-globalisation protests) are seen as both causes and symptoms of the ‘intensification of world wide social relations.’ In a particular mythology of time and space, time-space convergence is said to happen at a national level in the 19th century and the first half of the twentieth century and is facilitated notably through the construction of railways and road networks. Time-space convergence at a global level is said to occur in the second half of the twentieth century, enabled through the exponential growth in air travel and the proliferation of IT and telecommunications networks (Thrift, May & May 2001: 4-15)). As the time taken to travel distances is greatly reduced, it is usual to speak of time-space compression as a central feature of the phenomenon of globalisation, though overly simplistic versions of compression tend to ignore the very different experiences of space and time within the same historical frame and in different geographical locations (27-32). The last two centuries might therefore be termed the era of macro-modernity where the emphasis has been on assembling the overarching infrastructures which allow time-space compression to become a reality. So the most commonly invoked paradigm of our age is the planet as ‘a shrinking world’. The collapse of Soviet communism and economic reforms in China further added to the sense of the rise of one System under Market (Fukuyama 1992). From this perspective, not only is the world smaller but, to borrow Thomas Friedman’s coinage, the earth is flatter. For Friedman, all the world is conceived of as a level playing field, where all compete, however unequally, for the spoils of free trade (Friedman 2006).




  The advent of globalization and globalizing processes is not, of course, always or inevitably, seen as a benign development. From the rise of the anti-globalization movement in the 1990s to the meltdown of financial markets at the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, globalization has become a synonym for a plethora of ills, financial, ecological, social and political (Klein 2007). One constant is the contention that what globalization entails is an irretrievable loss of innocence, a death sentence for diversity and the spread of what I have called elsewhere ‘clonialism’, the viral spread of corporate, hegemonic sameness (Cronin 2003: 128). As the world shrinks, so do our possibilities for exploring, preserving and promoting difference. The global villages begin to resemble each other in dispiritingly predictable ways, carbon copy model towns presided over by brand uniformity. Pedestrianized zones offer the same glossy retail experience whatever the continent.




  Contemporary experience can, however, be approached in another way and this is through the prism of what might be termed micro-modernity. By this we mean that by starting our analysis from the standpoint of the local, the nearby, the proximate, the micro, we can conceive of the local not as a point of arrival, the parachute drop for global forces, but as a point of departure, a opening out rather than a closing down, a way of re-enchanting a world grown weary of the jeremiads of cultural entropists. The world of micro-modernity challenges the orthodoxies of global macro-modernity. As a result of the changes that lie ahead of us it is necessary to look not to compression but to expansion, but to expansion of a radically different kind. Whereas previously, emancipation has been thought of as a going further, faster - Marinetti’s Futurist Utopia, Marx’s accelerated rates of production unleashing revolutionary energies or Edward Luttwak’s Turbo-Capitalism - we must now think of liberation as going deeper, slower. In other words, in advocating this shift of perspective, we wish to suggest that it is possible to develop a new politics of microspection which seeks to expand possibilities of the local, not reduce them, and which offers the opportunity to reconfigure positively our social, economic and political experience of the fundamentals of space and time. In arguing for a new approach to the local, we want to move away from a dichotomous standoff between the global and the local which frequently paralyses political and cultural analysis. Ursula K. Heise speaks of the theoretical stalemate that results from this ‘conflict between a conceptualization of national identity as either an oppressive, hegemonic discourse or a tool for resistance to global imperialism, and of local identity as either an essen-tialist myth or a promising site of struggle against both national and global domination’ (Heise 2008: 7). Heise, for example, is deeply hostile to the tendency of American environmental thinkers to eulogize unproblematically a local ‘sense of place’ and ignore the larger webs of connectivity that influence or determine the nature and experience of the local in late modernity. Central to her critique is the concept of deterritorialization, namely, that the ‘increasing connectedness of societies around the globe entails the emergence of new forms of culture that are no longer anchored in place’ (10). Similarly, John Tomlinson claims that the choice of crops to be cultivated by farmers in the most remote corner of the developing world can be dictated by needs of First World markets in much the same way as these farmers may become dependent on the seeds, fertilisers and pesticides sold by transnational corporations. It is not so much affluence as the relative impact of the various forces of global modernity which can dramatically alter a relationship with a locality:




  [I]t is possible to argue that some populations in the contemporary Third World may, precisely, because of their positioning within the uneven process of globalization, actually have a sharper, more acute experience of deterritori-alization than those in the First World. (Tomlinson 1999: 137)




  Acid rain, radioactive fallout, global warming, bovine spongiform encephalopathy (Mad Cow disease), severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) and swine flu are examples of how various ecological and health risks operating globally can have significant local impacts. Fresh, local-grown agricultural produce had to be destroyed in many parts of Europe as a result of a nuclear accident which happened hundreds of miles away in a nuclear plant in the Ukraine. The prevalence of deterritorial-ization, the transnational nature of risk scenarios or the importance of what Giddens (1990: 126-27) calls ‘disembedding’ – the existence of networks beyond the local such as international insurance practices that allow the cup made in China to be manufactured and shipped and eventually reach your breakfast table – do not so much invalidate the local as demand that it be thought about in different ways. In other words, it is not a question of presenting an Arcadian version of local pastoral where disparate groups live in an Eden of non-connectedness but of thinking about the local in terms of hybridity, conflict, migration, social production, cultural construction and transformation. To that extent, microspection in this essay is to be understood as a process rather than a state. The local that is constructed through the process of microspection, is, in a sense, a project, rather than an unproblematic given, obvious in its sheer thereness.




  To see what such a politics might begin to look like, we will take three privileged sites of micro-modernity, mobility, digital communication and urbanization and explore how these sites can begin to point the way to a new way of appropriating our experience of the planet.




  Mobility




  When Italo Calvino’s Mr Palomar enters a cheese shop in Paris he is enchanted by what he finds:




  Behind every cheese there is a pasture of different green under a different sky: meadows caked with the salt the tides of Normandy deposit every evening; meadows scented with aromas in the windy sunlight of Provence; there are different flocks with their stablings and their transhumances; there are secret processes handed down over centuries. This shop is a museum: Mr Palomar visiting it, feels, as he does in the Louvre, behind every displayed object the presence of the civilization that has given it form and takes form from it.’ (Calvino 1986: 66)




  A random visit to a Parisian shop becomes a dramatic journey through space and time.




  A local shop becomes a secular stargate, a portal into the geography and history of an entire nation. Palomar’s epiphany gives vivid expression to a distinction set up by the French travel theorist Jean-Didier Urbain between exotic travel and endotic travel (Urbain 1998: 217-232). Exotic travel is defined as the more conventional mode of thinking about travel where travel is seen to involve leaving the prosaic world of the everyday for a distant place, even if the notion of ‘distance’ can vary through time. Exotic travel implies leaving familiar surroundings for a place which is generally situated at some remove from the routine world of the traveller. From the perspective of macro-modernity, where far becomes ever nearer through improvements in forms of transportation, it becomes all the more commonplace to equate travel with going far. Endotic travel, on the other hand, is an exercise in staying close by, not leaving the familiar and travelling interstitially through a world we thought we knew. Endotic travel is, in a sense, the mobile site of micro-modernity.




  There are three different strands informing the practice of endotic travel. The first strand is the exploration of what Georges Perec has called the ‘infra-ordinary’ (Perec 1989). Perec explores the teeming detail of confined spaces in works such as Espèces d’Espaces (1974) published in English as Species of spaces and Other Pieces (2008) and Tentative d’épuisement d’un lieu parisien (1982) which appeared in English under the title of An Attempt at Exhausting a Place in Paris (2010). In Species of Spaces, the narrative focus moves from the bed to the bedroom to the apartment to the apartment building to the street to the town and eventually to the cosmos. In this reverse Google map, the cursor of the writerly eye pulls back from spatial minutiae to a picture which is constructed on a larger and larger scale. However, the primary aim of Perec’s method is to make evident the sheer scale of the ‘infra-ordinary’, the encyclopedic density of things going on in our immediate surrounding which generally pass unnoticed, as is evident in An Attempt at Exhausting a Place in Paris where the narrator compulsively lists all the goings on in and around the Café de la Mairie near the Saint Sulpice church in Paris,




  The second strand is an ethnology of proximity expressed in a tradition of writing which goes from Montesquieu’s Persian Letters (1721) to Marc Augé’s La Traversée du Luxembourg (1985) and Un Ethnologue dans le métro (1986) (English translation, In the Metro (2002)) . In this ethnographic practice, the usual poles of enquiry are reversed so that it is the domestic not the foreign which becomes the focus of analytic enquiry. In Montesquieu’s famous conceit, he presents French society and mores as if they were being observed from the viewpoint of Persian visitors. The familiar is exoticized through this foreignizing practice and along the way the French writer points up the disturbing short-comings of a putatively ‘civilized’ society. Marc Augé, for his part, treats the Parisian underground or a Parisian municipal park as if they were an unknown and hitherto unexplored ethnographic terrain; familiar worlds rendered other through the probing inquisitiveness of the professional ethnographer.




  The third strand contributing to endotic travel practices is interstitial travel writing. Interstitial travel writing makes its point of departure, its point of arrival. One of the earliest examples is Xavier de Maistre’s Voyage autour de ma chambre (‘Voyage around my Room’ (1794)). In this account de Maistre treats his bedroom in Paris as if it were a vast, uncharted and perilous territory where moving from his bed to a chair has all the adventure of an expedition on the high seas. A more recent example is François Maspero’s L·es Passagers du Roissy Express (1990), translated in English as Roissy Express: a journey through the Paris suburbs (1994). In this travel account Maspero spends two months with the photographer Anaïk Frantz doing a journey that normally takes forty-five minutes. They stop off at each of the stations on the way to central Paris and what are revealed are whole, other worlds normally invisible to the traveler hurtling through seemingly featureless spaces on the way from the airport to the city.




  What these different strands share is that they are all strategies of defamiliarization. They compel the reader to look afresh, to call into question the taken for granted, to take on board the infinitely receding complexity of the putatively routine or prosaic. They suggest that shrinkage is not a matter of scale but of vision. Worlds do not so much shrink as our vision of them. A narrowing of focus, a reduction in scale can in fact lead to an expansion of insight, an unleashing of interpretive and imaginative possibilities often smothered by the large-scale, long-range hubris of the macro-modern.
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