
Unveiling the Tragedy of Colonial
Enlightenment: Conscripts of Modernity

In the annals of history, the Enlightenment stands revered as an era of great
intellectual progress. It was a time when reason and logic triumphed over
superstition and ignorance, giving birth to groundbreaking scientific discoveries
and liberal political ideologies. However, behind this illustrious facade, a tragic
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narrative was unfolding in colonial territories around the world, one that has often
been overlooked but deserves greater recognition – the conscripts of modernity.

The Arrival of Enlightenment in the Colonies

When the Enlightenment reached the shores of the colonial world, it exerted a
profound influence on the local populations. The colonizers, armed with their
newfound knowledge and ideologies, sought to mold the minds and cultures of
the colonized into replicas of their own. The clash of civilizations that ensued led
to a conflict of identities and the erosion of indigenous cultures.
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The Dual Face of Colonial Enlightenment

On the one hand, the colonial enlightenment brought advancements in science,
technology, and governance. It introduced modern systems of administration and
infrastructure, which had a transformative impact on societies suffering from
systemic inefficiencies. The colonies experienced improved healthcare,
education, and infrastructure development, thereby enjoying some of the benefits
of the enlightenment.
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However, the darker side of this enlightenment became apparent as well. The
indigenous populations were viewed as intellectually inferior, and their traditional
knowledge systems were dismissed as archaic and irrelevant. The imposition of
the colonizers' cultural values led to the suppression and marginalization of local
customs, languages, and beliefs. The processes of assimilation and cultural
erasure were often accompanied by violence and exploitation.

Subjugation of Identity and Resistance

The tragedy of colonial enlightenment lies in the subjugation of indigenous
identities. The colonized populations were forced to abandon their own cultural
practices and adopt those of the colonizers, eroding their sense of self and
fostering feelings of inferiority. What once was a rich tapestry of diverse cultures
became a pale replica, stripped of its unique qualities.

However, resistance to this cultural hegemony was not absent. The conscripts of
modernity, the individuals caught in the crossfire of enlightenment and
colonization, fought back against the erasure of their heritage. Indigenous
intellectuals and activists emerged, committed to preserving their cultural
identities and challenging the dominant narratives imposed upon them.

Legacy and Reflection

It is crucial to acknowledge the tragedy of colonial enlightenment and its lasting
impact on the world today. The erasure of indigenous knowledge and cultures
continues to perpetuate inequality and marginalization, hampering efforts towards
true inclusivity. By reflecting upon this history, we can aspire to rectify the
mistakes of the past and build a future where diverse cultural expressions are
celebrated and respected.



The conscripts of modernity, as victims of the clash between enlightenment and
colonialism, offer powerful lessons. Their struggles and resistance highlight the
importance of embracing diversity and recognizing the value of indigenous
knowledge systems. Only by doing so can we truly heal the wounds inflicted by
colonial enlightenment and create a more equitable world for all.
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At this stalled and disillusioned juncture in postcolonial history—when many
anticolonial utopias have withered into a morass of exhaustion, corruption, and
authoritarianism—David Scott argues the need to reconceptualize the past in
order to reimagine a more usable future. He describes how, prior to
independence, anticolonialists narrated the transition from colonialism to
postcolonialism as romance—as a story of overcoming and vindication, of
salvation and redemption. Scott contends that postcolonial scholarship assumes
the same trajectory, and that this imposes conceptual limitations. He suggests
that tragedy may be a more useful narrative frame than romance. In tragedy, the
future does not appear as an uninterrupted movement forward, but instead as a
slow and sometimes reversible series of ups and downs.
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Scott explores the political and epistemological implications of how the past is
conceived in relation to the present and future through a reconsideration of C. L.
R. James’s masterpiece of anticolonial history, The Black Jacobins, first published
in 1938. In that book, James told the story of Toussaint L’Ouverture and the
making of the Haitian Revolution as one of romantic vindication. In the second
edition, published in the United States in 1963, James inserted new material
suggesting that that story might usefully be told as tragedy. Scott uses James’s
recasting of The Black Jacobins to compare the relative yields of romance and
tragedy. In an epilogue, he juxtaposes James’s thinking about tragedy, history,
and revolution with Hannah Arendt’s in On Revolution. He contrasts their uses of
tragedy as a means of situating the past in relation to the present in order to
derive a politics for a possible future.
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