
As the authors note in their characteristi- 
cally bland way: “There are few signs [in 
Britain] of large-scale popular support in 
the fight to develop discussion of a highly 
contentious area [i.e., terrorism], which, by 
raising the question of state. repression, 
brings to light the contradictions of liberal 
democratic politics. Much more effort is 
needed to ensure that further openings for 
rational debate and criticism are created in 
the future.” Televising Terrorism is a flawed 
but needed opening statement of the debate. 

THE CONQUEST OF AMERICA 
by Tzvetan TodOmv 
translated from the French 

by Rlchard Howard 
(Harper and Row; 263 pp.; $17.95) 

Holly Myers 

This fascinating book is a provocative med- 
itation on human relations. Todorov, whose 
work in poetics consistently challenges that 
field, now tums to history, and his exam- 
ination of the cultural dynamics of the con- 
quest of the New World mines a deep vein 
that conventional historiography often 
overlooks. Todorov writes: “It is in fact the 
conquest of America that heralds and es- 
tablishes our present identi ty....[ No date] 
is more suitable, in order to mark the be- 
ginning of the modern era, than the year 
1492.” 

The motive for conquest involves a desire 
both to exert power over and to extract wealth 
from apeople and a land, but it also involves 
a systematic depreciation of the life and 
aspirations of the conquered culture. To- 
dorov asks if these two factors are separable 
and suggests that an awareness of the eth- 
nocentrism that drives the process of con- 
quest might be instrumental in preventing 
its recurrence. His is an idealistic, deeply 
liberal premise, and it resounds with au- 
thentic force throughout this imaginative, 
scholarly, and very readable work. Using 
diaries and documents of men who shaped 
the conquest, Todorov’s analysis permits 
us first to contrast the aggressive, “modem” 
mind of the cosmopolitan European with 
the less agile mind of the culturally isolated 
Aztec. He then traces the slow evolution 
from the conquistador’s narrow vision to 
the first stirrings of an appreciation for the 
legitimate difference of the conquered, 
whom Todorov calls “the other.” 

Ironically. Columbus. the discoverer, did 
not himself possess so modern an outlook 
as to enter fully into the era his discoveries 
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inaugurated. Though his diaries attest to a 
constant delight and wonder at the physical 
world, Columbus was oblivious to the peo- 
ple and cultures he encounted. Medieval 
in his cast of mind, Columbus did not rec- 
ognize foreignness, and he repeatedly in- 
terpreted the symbolic behavior of the In- 
dians according to preconcdived notions, 
hearing or seeing the familiar in every sit- 
uation. From initial disinterest, due to his 
inability to comprehend the Indians as 
unique, worthy h u m ”  Columbus grad- 
ually adopted an “ideology of enslavement, 
and hence [an] assertion of the Indian’s in- 
feriority.” That is, once it was clear that 
the Indians would resist the imposition of 
European culture. it was possible to reject 
their humanity entirely. 

Discovery soon gave way to the drama 
played out between Hernh Cortts and the 
Aztec Emperor Mocteczuma in the city of 
Tenochtitlh. Todorov illuminates that fan- 
tastic encounter by contrasting the mentality 
of the Aztec ruler, who acted out of the 
prescribed conventions of his hierarchical, 
“overdetermined” world. with that of the 
modern man Cortts, who was able to ma- 
nipulate the remarkable situation in which 
he found himself and thereby master it. For 
the Aztec, the “characteristic interrogation 
of this world [was] not, as among the Span- 
ish conquistadors.. .of a praxeological type: 
‘What is to be done?,’ but epistemological: 
‘How are we to know?’ And the interpre- 
tation of the event occur[red] less in terms 
of its concrete, individual, and unique con- 
tent than of the preestablished order of uni- 
versal harmony, which is to be reestab- 

lished.” Mocteczuma’s reaction to reports 
of the conquistadors’ approach was to with- 
draw into an almost total paralysis; faced 
with true foreigners, he was simply unable 
to respond. Prophecies of the coming of the 
Spaniards, contained within the myth of the 
retum of the god Quetzalcoatl, abound in 
texts contemporary with the conquest, and 
Todorov suggests that these omens were. 
in fact, culturally necessary rationalizations 
invented after the fact: “The Aztecs per- 
ceive the conquest-i.e., the defeat-and 
at the same time mentally overtome it by 
inscribing it within a history conceived ac- 
cording to their requirements.. . .” 

Whereas the Aztecs were unable to react 
in the unprecedented situation posed by their 
confrontation with Cortts and his men, the 
Spaniards were quick to act. CortCs used 
what would now be called intelligence to 
his own advantag-s. for instance, in se- 
lecting an unexpected, more difficult route 
into Tenochtitlh and, in a masterly stroke, 
actually participating in and encouraging 
the association of his arrival with the myth 
of Quetzalcoatl’s retum. A vivid example 
of this difference in ability to improvise is 
the warrior Cuauhtemoc. He undermined 
his own chances for escape by fleeing in a 
boat emblazoned with royal emblems. For 
the Aztec, it was inconceivable that royalty 
could travel in any more anonymous con- 
veyance. 

The Spaniards rapiily asserted full con- 
trol over Aztec possessions, unflaggingly 
devaluing Indian life in what Todorov terms 
a “massacre society.” This violent exploi- 
tation was a harbinger of the modern era, 

25 



md of lhat gross disregard for “the other” 
has led Todorov to consider this “ex- 

Sam,” be writes, “is thus intimately linked 
cmplrry history” in rhe first PI=. “Mas- 

to colonial wars waged far from the met- 
ropolitan couotry. The more remote and 
alien the victims, the better; they arc ex- 
t”kd without remorse, more or less 
idmtified with animals.” The issue of the 

riously debated in sixtccnth-century Span- 
ish society, most notably in 1550 in Val- 
lPdolidbetweenscholarGidsde Sepaveda 

tolod de las Casas. For Sepdlveda, the 
“nowal infhority” of the Indian made en- 
forced convasion--that is, war against the 
i0diab-a moral imperative; las Casas ar- 
gued that the Indian was human. ‘‘a Chris- 

fare be left in peace. Neither view, although 
lasclsas’sismore humane. recognizesthe 

Yet lhen gradually emerged a class of 
individuals whose experiences inside the 
coloaial culture enabled them to interpret it 
with gnater accuracy. Todorov cites in- 
triguing axouts left by advenauers, lost 
cooquistsdors. and religious men that begin 
to demonstrate an awareness of difference. 
Thse culminate in the examples of Diego 
Dut.dn. a Dominican who lived in Mexico 
from early childhood. and Bern& de 
SahagQO, a Franciscan who lived in Mexico 
from 1529 until his death in 1590. Todorov 
terms Dudn “ihe most accomplished cul- 
tural hybrid of the sixteenth century,” 
uniquely capable of translating “the signs 
of the one [culture] into the signs of the 
ocher.” In his text on Aztec religion-which 
he mote in order to give Christianity a s u m  
footing in Mexico-Dur6n attempted to ex- 
plain Aztec thought and motivation. In con- 
trosttoDuh. whoseperspectiverepresents 
a “fusion of points of view,” SahagQn’s 
Historia is the “site of the interaction of 
two voices.” Intending to utilize the Indi- 
an’s knowledge “in order to contribute to 
the propagation of the European’s cul- 
ture... he has ended by putting his own 
knowledge in the service of the preservation 
of the native culture.” Sahagtin saw “the 
other“ with enough clarity to have written: 
“We [Spanids1 destroyed all their ancient 
govemmeat .... Butnow weseethatthisnew 
arganization renders men vicious ....” In 
Sab@n’s work, Todorov sees the “lint 
sketches of a future dialogue.” 

Nonetbeless. the ability to esteem dif- 
ference has remained elusive. “Since the 
period of the conquest, for almost three 
hundred 6fty years, Western Europe has 
tried to assimilate the other, to do away 
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equality or inequality of the Indian was se- 

and tbc Dominicaa bishop of Chiapa~, Bar- 

tian Wliting to be made,” and Should there- 

signiiicant ofhemss of the Indian. 

with an exterior alterity, and has in great 
part s u d .  Its way of life and its values 
have spread around the world; as Columbus 
wished, the colonized people have adopted 
our customs and have put on clothes.” And 
while Western European superiority at cul- 
tural communication-a manipdation- 
has permitted great successes, these have 
not been gained without substantial cost. 
“Technological progress, as we know only 
too well today, does not involve a superi- 
ority on the level of moral and social val- 
UeS.” 

Todorov’s analysis of this Erst. impos- 
sibly dramatic conquest allows us-inher- 
itors of that legacy-to gain insight into 
ourselves. He says that he is “writing this 
book to prevent this story [of a Mayan 
woman thrown to the dogs because she re- 
sisted rape and was Indian] and a thousand 
others like it from being forgotten. I believe 
in the necessity of ‘seeking the truth’ and 
intheob1igationofmakingitknown;Iknow 
that the function of information exists, and 
that the effect of information can be pow- 
erN.  And he concludes: 

“It is necessary to analyze the weapons 
of the conquest if we ever want to be able 
to stop it. For conquests do not belong only 
to the past. I do not believe that history 
obeys a system, nor that its so-called laws 
pennit deducing fum or even present forms 
of society; but rather that to become con- 
scious of the relativity (hence of the arbi- 
trariness) of any feature of our culture is 
already to shift  it a little, and that history 
(not the science but its object) is nothing 
other than a series of such imperceptible 
shifts.” m 

THE RISE AND FALL OF THE 

%I. 2: The Twentieth Century 
by Stephen Kom 
(University of North Carolina Press; 718 
pp.; $32.00) 

Penny Symon 

POLITICAL PRESS IN BRITAIN 

“I run the papers purely for propaganda and 
with no other purpose.” So said Lord Bea- 
verbrook. in evidence to the Royal Com- 
mission on the Ress in 1948. More recently 
another newspaper proprietor, Roland 
“Tiny” Rowland, has been quoted as say- 
ing: “It is absolutely essential for intema- 
tional corporations in Africa to work in har- 
mony with the government of the day. It is 
an inflexible rule: even if your man out there 
is doing a first-class job and he falls foul 
of the government, then he must go.” 

Rowland’s multinational company, Lon- 
rho. once described by former Conservative 
Rime Minister Edward Heath as “the un- 
acceptable face of capitalism,” has exten- 
sive African interests. More than half of its 
revenue is earned on that continent. Lonrho 
bought the venerable and liberal Observer 
in 1981, a newspaper with a long tradition 
of support for human rights and strong Af- 
rica coverage. A clash was inevitable-and 
recently Rowland, in a very public Fleet 
Street slanging match, denounced Donald 
Trelford, his newspaper’s editor, as disin- 
genuous and wrong in his report from Zim- 
babwe on atrocities in Matabeleland. 

The quarrel has been patched, but Robert 
Maxwell, another businessman casting 
hungry eyes at a national newspaper, lurks 
at ringside, waiting for Rowland to throw 
in the towel. 

When he bought the Observer. Rowland 
was following in the footsteps of the many 
magnates who have had an insatiable desire 
to own a British national newspaper. They 
are like men who pursue glamorous, ex- 
citing, but often unsuitable women; some 
of the liaisons are successful, but some of 
these men wake up and wonder what they 
have done and-more to the point-where 
the money has gone. 

There has always been conflict between 
proprietors bent on using newspapers to fur- 
ther political views and journalists who talk 
of editorial freedom. There always will be. 
Newspapers, after all, are produced to be 
sold. They are subject to the laws of cap- 
italism and their owners cannot afford and 
are not inclined to take much notice of their 
highly disposable inky hacks. It is said that 
Rupert Murdoch in particular is not much 
impressed by journalists; their views do not 
count with him. 

Some see nothing wrong in chis. Wood- 
row Wyatt, a former small-time newspaper 
owner, writing recently in The Times of 
London, wondered why an editor’s views 
should be more sacred than those of a pro- 
prietor. “Any editor who worked for Bea- 
verbrook knew that either he ran his paper 
the Beaverbrook way or he did not run it 
at all. He was not obliged to work for Bea- 
verbrook and would have been foolish to 
do so if he found Beaverbrook’s views so 
distasteful that he was not able to put them 
across.” Wyatt pointed out that successful 
Beaverbrook editors, like Arthur Christian- 
sen. doubtless had their conflicts but sorted 
them out amicably. Indeed, in his memoirs, 
Christiansen candidly admitted that “the 
policies were Lord Beaverbrook’s job, the 
presentation mine.” 

Harold Evans, on the other hand, refused 
to play this sort of first violin under Rupert 
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