
On Europe's Relocations

The meaning of Europe has been debated for as long as that name has existed, 

and contemporary debates are as heated and diverse as they have always been. 

This lecture tackles that question through shifting attention to where Europe might 

be located relative to the rest of the world, and asking how that location might be 

undergoing changes. Even drawing a line distinguishing Europe from elsewhere 

is contested: what to do with Madeira, the Canary Islands, French Guiana, 

Mayotte, Curaçao, etc? And there is a further paradox: between the 16th and 19th 

centuries, the development of international standards, classification systems and 

scientific disciplines, all of which claimed some kind of universal or generic validity 

associated with the 'view from nowhere,' were specifically associated with 

Europe.  Europeans claimed to be the creators (or discoverers) of the generic and 
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the universal, and yet this process of creating the generic did not remove 

European claims to particularity or exceptionalism: on the contrary, that process 

was the basis for Europe's claim to fame. That paradox left an ambiguity about the 

location of Europe: it is claimed to be simultaneously somewhere in particular, 

and at the centre of everything, yet it is also the original generic model and 

abstraction for everything. What this paradox disguises is the co-existence of 

many ways of locating places, people, animals and things in the world and not just 

one; and it disguises the relations with other places that make Europe, both as 

idea and as entity, possible. The lecture first takes a look at this paradox between 

the particular and the generic, and then goes on to consider how some of these 

co-existing locating regimes generate diverse ways of creating the meaning of 

locations   - for example, the Linneaus classification system, which assigns 

habitats and niches to animals in a way that crosscuts the logic of political 

borders.
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