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Escobar, Arturo (2020), Pluriversal Politics: The Real and the Possible.
Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 232 pp. Translation by

David Frye

“We must sentipensar (feel-think) new
notions about what is real and thus what
is possible” (p. 2). Criticizing convention-
al science and modernist politics, the
Colombian-American anthropologist

Arturo Escobar’s latest work, Pluriversal
Politics: The Real and the Possible,
proposes opening up a new perspective
on reality and possibility. Published by
Duke University Press (DUP) in 2020,
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Pluriversal Politics elaborates on the con-
cept of “the Pluriverse” — “a world where
many worlds fit” (p. 9) — and emphasizes
the World Social Forum slogan that
“Another world is possible”. Escobar,
Distinguished Professor of Anthropology
at the University of North Carolina (in
the United States), highlights how today’s
“heteropatriarchal capitalist modern/
/colonial world system” (p. xii) wants us
to believe that there are no alternatives.
However, in a world facing complex
challenges, or, as Escobar puts it, “a
civilizational crisis” (p. xxxii), we need
alternatives: alternative realities, alterna-
tive possibilities, alternative futures.

The pluriverse is a recurrent theme in
Escobar’s work, which he himself places
within the ontological turn in social
theory and the emergent analytical frame-
work of political ontology.! His famous
1995 book Encountering Development,
in which he deconstructs the concept of
development and proposes alternative
visions for a post-development era, was
republished in 2011 with a new intro-
duction that links post-development to
studies of the pluriverse.? Also, in 2018
the DUP published Escobar’s Designs
for the Pluriverse,’ in which the author
focuses on the ontological dimension of
design for sustainability and urges for
“autonomous design”. Designs for the
Pluriverse summarizes emerging pluri-
versal movements, from both Europe

and Latin America, such as degrowth,
transition initiatives, Buen Vivir and the
rights of nature.

Pluriversal Politics is the English transla-
tion of the book Otro posible es posible:
caminando hacia las transiciones desde
Abya Yala/Afro/Latino-América* that
was published in Colombia in 2018 by
Ediciones Desde Abajo. At that time,
Escobar thought that writing in Spanish
was more urgent, but, as he stated in
the 2020 book’s acknowledgements:
“I knew very well that what doesn’t exist
in English doesn’t exist for the Anglo-
-American academy” (p. x1). That is why
he decided to provide an English trans-
lation later on. However, contrastingly to
the Spanish-written version, the English
edition contains a preface of about 35
pages which provides the English readers
with a profound Latin American context
and the continent’s tensions between
modernist and ontological politics.

As Escobar explains in the book’s preface,
modernist politics, on the one hand,
heavily rely on ontological dualisms, such
as the nature/culture, object/subject,
fact/value and reason/emotion divide.
Ontological or pluralistic politics, on
the other hand, draw on the concept
of radical relationality: “all entities that
make up the world are so deeply interre-
lated that they have no intrinsic, separate
existence by themselves” (p. xiii). But can
modernist politics, and especially leftist

! See: de la Cadena, Marisol; Blaser, Mario (eds.) (2018), A World of Many Worlds. Durham, N.C.:
Duke University Press; and Blaser, Mario (2009), “Political Ontology”, Cultural Studies, 23(5-6),

873-896.

2 Escobar, Arturo (2011), Encountering Development. The Making and Unmaking of the Third
World. Princeton: Princeton University Press [orig. ed. 1995].

> Escobar, Arturo (2018), Designs for the Pluriverse: Radical Interdependence, Autonomy, and the
Making of Worlds. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press.

4 Which roughly translates to “Another possible is possible: towards the transitions from Abya

Yala/Afro/Latin America”.



politics, contribute to pluriversal politics
and lead to a pachakuti, a world reversal?
According to Escobar, they may do so,
but he emphasizes that struggles related
to autonomy, territory and communality
“require an explicit ontological framing
that advances the principles of interde-
pendence and relationality” (p. xix).
Pluriversal Politics aims to inspire its
readers and to open their mind ontologi-
cally. To do so, it presents eight essays, or
actually ensayos: a Latin-American style
of writing that reflects the continent’s
current intellectual-political debates. The
essays are stand-alone texts, but taken
together they aim to build toward the
understanding that a pluriverse world is
possible. To move beyond our modern
ontological and epistemic formation,
the ensayos present tools for rethinking
reality and possibility, from both non-
-academic and academic sources.
Chapter 1 is the most theoretically dense
and presents insights from ancestral
sources, such as indigenous cosmovisions
and Buddhism, and theoretical sources,
such as cybernetics and the ontological
turn in social theory. The next two ensayos,
Chapters 2 and 3, are more focused on
relational ontologies of territory-peoples,
such as the indigenous Nasa people
living in the southwestern highlands of
Colombia, who proclaim the possibility of
another world to come: “‘the Liberation
of Mother Earth”. The following chapters
touch upon parts of social and critical
theory: the ontological dimension of the
Epistemologies of the South (Chapter 4),
emerging Latin American Social Theory,
such as Buen Vivir, the rights of nature
and decolonial feminism (Chapter 5),
and the rearticulation of the concept of
Postdevelopment (Chapter 6). Finally,
the book explores pluriversal politics in
practice, and the potential of true codesign
strategies with a genuine intercultural
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dialogue for a transition towards sustain-
ability of life as a whole (Chapters 7 and 8).
Especially for readers who are new to
Escobar’s work, Pluriversal Politics can be
avery inspiring and enlightening read. I say
“can be” because the book is not suitable
for all types of readers: due to its form
(ensayos), as also noted by Escobar himself,
the reader needs to exercise “epistemic
pluralism” in order to truly capture the
publication’s messages and insights. Also,
rationalists will probably judge Escobar for
looking at the world through rose-coloured
glasses and deem pluriversal politics not
to be workable in practice. However,
according to Escobar this critique is “of
capitalocentric and globalocentric nature”
and “modernist and masculinist political
thinking” (p. xx). As he states, “aren’t
the true romantics the people who insist
that more of the same (more corporate
solutions, more World Bank-style develop-
ment, more ‘green economies’) will lead
to lasting improvements?” (p. 6).

If you are looking for a book that scru-
tinizes the theoretical aspects of the
pluriverse and pluriversal politics, you
might prefer Escobat’s Designs for the
Pluriverse, which is written in a more
“academic” style when it comes to argu-
mentation and conclusion. However,
Pluriversal Politics, which does not
contain a conclusion, offers a refreshing
combination of activism and emerging
Latin American social theory. It provides
a platform for territorial-based indige-
nous peoples perspectives, confronted
with large-scale extractive development
projects. Also, all ensayos open with
inspiring quotes, poems and lyrics, and
Chapter 8 even proposes a short medita-
tion exercise. This creative style helps
the mind to open to new possibilities and
sentipensar: a way of thinking that does
not separate reason from emotion nor
knowledge from caring.
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All in all, Pluriversal Politics is a must- future. Because, like Escobar says, “we
-read for anyone willing to step out may be witnessing the slow rebirth of the
of their onto-epistemic comfort zone. pluriverse” (p. 12).

It makes you reflect on ontologies of
separation that we, often unconsciously,
carry within us and provides hope for the
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