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Abstract
This article examines the complex dynamics between national identity formation, community 
transformation, and global crises through multiple theoretical frameworks. Beginning 
with Kafka’s prescient diary entry about World War I and its resonance with the current 
Ukraine conflict, the analysis expands to explore Benedict Anderson’s concept of “imagined 
communities” and its application to postcolonial nation-building in Asia and Latin America. 
Drawing on Spinoza’s political philosophy, particularly his conception of democracy, I develop 
a framework for understanding how communities navigate between tradition and modernity 
in the aftermath of World War II. The research engages with both Anderson’s theory of 
nationalism and Antonio Negri’s radical democratic interpretation of Spinoza, focusing on how 
the multitude functions as a political force in postcolonial contexts. Special attention is paid 
to the transformation of global conflicts from imperial wars to internal struggles, challenging 
the oversimplified notion of a “Cold War” in Asia and Latin America. Through this theoretical 
scaffolding, the article addresses pressing questions about technological change, environmental 
challenges, and economic alternatives in the Global South, while examining how national 
identity serves as both a material and symbolic force in community formation. My discussion 
concludes that successful communities are not measured by their stability but by their capacity 
to change while maintaining core values of justice and collective well-being, particularly in 
regions shaped by colonial legacies and postwar transformations.
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INTRODUCTION

On August 2, 1914, Franz Kafka penned two seemingly incongruous sentences in 
his diary: “Germany has declared war on Russia. Swimming in the afternoon” (301). 
This juxtaposition of world-altering events and mundane activities resurfaced in 
my mind on February 24, 2022, as Russian forces launched their full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine. Kafka’s entry encapsulates a profound paradox: the collision of war 
and everyday life, a phenomenon I have experienced firsthand during the ongoing 
conflict in Ukraine. The summer of 2022 was meant to include a visit to Kyiv 
following an academic conference in Georgia. Instead, these plans crumbled to 
dust as the war unfolded. Similarly, a collaborative project with a Moscow-based 
colleague disintegrated amid communication blackouts imposed by Putin’s regime. 
Even friends in seemingly distant locales felt the tremors; an English acquaintance 
in Switzerland found himself inspecting air raid shelters. Throughout Europe, a 
palpable sense of déjà vu permeated discussions, with many drawing parallels to 
the ominous climate of the 1930s.

However, to frame this conflict as solely European would be myopic. On March 
15, New York Times columnist Bret Stephens drew unsettling comparisons between 
the current situation and the lead-up to World War II (Stephens). He posited that 
wars often emerge not as sudden cataclysms but as a series of escalating conflicts, 
akin to water slowly rising in a dam until it reaches a critical threshold. This 
perspective aligns with philosopher Etienne Balibar’s assertion that pacifism in the 
face of Putin’s aggression may be a dangerously inadequate response. Kafka’s diary 
entry serves as a poignant reminder to those observing the Ukrainian conflict from 
afar, carefully weighing their interests. Russia’s role as an aggressor—particularly 
given its status as a key architect of the post-World War II global order—portends 
significant shifts in our current world system. While numerous more minor 
conflicts have erupted and countless innocents have fallen victim to state violence, 
the war in Ukraine stands apart in its potential for far-reaching consequences.

As we grapple with the complexities of this conflict, it is crucial to move 
beyond simplistic narratives and consider the deeper historical, philosophical, and 
geopolitical forces at play. The war in Ukraine serves as a stark reminder of the 
fragility of peace and the interconnectedness of our global community. Like Kafka’s 
seemingly disparate diary entries, we find ourselves navigating a world where the 
extraordinary and the ordinary coexist in uneasy tension, challenging us to reflect 
on our place in history and our responsibilities to one another. 

In an era marked by global upheavals, economic disparities, and social 
fragmentation, the concept of community—once a cornerstone of social 
cohesion and collective identity—faces unprecedented challenges. Nowhere is 
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this more evident than in Asia and Latin America, where rapid modernization, 
postcolonial legacies, and the relentless march of globalization have reshaped 
traditional communal structures. This special section of Kritika Kultura examines 
the complex interweaving between the perceived failure of community and the 
potential resurgence of communitarianism as a responsive philosophical and 
practical framework for addressing these challenges. Asia and Latin America 
represent diverse tapestries of cultures, histories, and socio-political realities. Yet, 
a common thread emerges across these varied landscapes: the struggle to reconcile 
traditional communal values with the demands of modernity and global integration. 
This struggle is not merely academic; it has profound implications for governance, 
economic development, social justice, and individual identity.

As we begin this exploration, it is crucial to acknowledge that the very notion 
of community failure is contentious. What constitutes failure? By whose standards 
are we measuring success or collapse? These questions force us to confront the 
inherent complexities of defining and evaluating community in the diverse contexts 
of Asia and Latin America. To frame our discussion, we turn to an unexpected but 
illuminating source: the political philosophy of Baruch Spinoza, particularly his 
concept of democracy, as elucidated in Tractatus Theologico-Politicus. According 
to Spinoza, the true value of a “commonwealth” lies in how it fosters democratic 
principles. He argues that “the state can pursue no safter course than to regard 
piety and religion as consisting solely in the exercise of charity and just dealing, 
and that the right of the sovereign, both in religious and secular spheres, should 
be restricted to men’s actions, which everyone being allowed to think that he will 
and to say what he thinks” (Spinoza 572). While Spinoza’s 17th-century European 
context may seem far removed from contemporary Asia and Latin America, his 
ideas offer a compelling framework for understanding the dynamics of community, 
power, and collective action.

Spinoza’s concept of democracy, as analyzed in recent scholarship, provides a 
unique lens through which to examine the challenges facing communities in Asia 
and Latin America. At its core, Spinoza’s democracy is characterized by a dialectical 
operation of democratic collectivity, with the multitude playing a crucial role. This 
concept of the multitude—a collective entity that is both the source and subject of 
political power—resonates strongly with the complex social fabrics of many Asian 
and Latin American societies. Antonio Negri’s radical democratic interpretation 
of Spinoza further enriches this discussion. Positioning Spinoza in opposition 
to Thomas Hobbes, Negri emphasizes that “in Hobbes freedom yields to Power 
(potestas); in Spinoza Power yields to freedom” (20). Negri sees in Spinoza’s 
work a potent theory of constituent power, where the multitude is not merely a 
passive recipient of governance but an active, creative force in shaping political 
realities. This perspective is particularly relevant in Asia and Latin America, where 
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grassroots movements, indigenous rights campaigns, and popular uprisings have 
significantly reshaped political landscapes.

However, it is crucial to approach Spinoza’s framework critically, especially 
when applying it to the plural contexts of Asia and Latin America. Tractatus 
Theologico-Politicus, while revolutionary in many aspects, also contains 
exclusionary and discriminatory elements, particularly regarding women and 
other marginalized groups. This tension between emancipatory potential and 
inherent biases mirrors many challenges facing communities in Asia and Latin 
America today. The exclusionary aspects of Spinoza’s democratic theory prompt us 
to question the notion of an absolute democratic state. In Asia and Latin America, 
where colonial legacies have often resulted in artificially constructed nation-states 
encompassing various ethnic, religious, and cultural groups, the idea of a unified, 
absolute democracy is particularly problematic. Instead, we are compelled to 
reconceptualize democracy as a continual dialectical process involving inclusion, 
exclusion, and the ongoing negotiation of citizenship.

This reconceptualization aligns with the lived experiences of many communities 
in Asia and Latin America. From the favelas of Brazil to the urban slums of India, 
from the indigenous communities of the Andes to the rural villages of Southeast 
Asia, we see constant negotiation and renegotiation of power, rights, and belonging. 
In these contexts, the multitude serves as an ambivalent agent of collective power—
capable of reinforcing existing structures and radically challenging them. The 
understanding of democracy that emerges from this analysis is characterized by 
an ongoing redefinition of its limits and potential. This dynamic view suggests that 
the essence of democracy lies not in static institutions or fixed principles but in the 
multitude’s capacity for self-constitution and the perpetual renegotiation of power 
structures. This perspective offers challenges and opportunities for communities in 
the regions, often grappling with the legacies of colonialism, authoritarian regimes, 
and rapid socio-economic change.

Applying these insights to the question of community failure and the future 
of communitarianism in the Global South reveals several key themes that will be 
explored in depth throughout this special issue. First, many communities in the 
Global South find themselves caught between traditional communal structures 
and the pressures of modernization. How can the dialectical approach inspired by 
Spinoza help us understand and potentially reconcile these competing forces? 

In diverse, secondly, multi-ethnic societies, how can we conceptualize 
citizenship and belonging in ways that are inclusive yet respectful of differences? 
How do communities negotiate these boundaries, and what role does the state play 
in this process? Thirdly, how do grassroots movements, civil society organizations, 
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and informal community structures in the Global South embody the concept 
of the multitude as a political force? What are the potentials and limitations 
of these collective actions? Given the exclusionary elements present even in 
progressive political theories like Spinoza’s, fourthly, how can communities in Asia 
and Latin America work to overcome entrenched forms of discrimination and 
marginalization? Finally, what alternative models of democracy and community 
organization are emerging in the Global South that might offer new perspectives 
on collective governance and social cohesion? 

How is technology reshaping community structures and democratic processes 
in the geographical domains? Does it provide new avenues for inclusion 
and participation, or does it risk exacerbating existing inequalities? How are 
communities in the Global South responding to environmental challenges, and 
what can these responses teach us about collective action and resilience? What 
alternative economic models are emerging in the Global South that prioritize 
community well-being over individual accumulation? How do these models 
challenge or complement traditional communitarian ideals? How do communities 
navigate the relationship between spiritual traditions and secular governance? 
What insights can this offer for reimagining the role of spirituality in community 
life?

While not exhaustive, these themes provide a framework for exploring the 
complex landscape of community and communitarianism in Asia and Latin America. 
They invite us to move beyond simplistic narratives of community failure and 
instead engage with the dynamic, often contradictory processes shaping collective 
life in these regions. We must maintain a critical perspective on the categories 
we employ as we investigate these topics. While applicable as a broad descriptor, 
the term “Global South” itself risks homogenizing vastly different societies and 
experiences. Similarly, concepts like “community,” “democracy,” and “development” 
carry different meanings and implications across cultural and historical contexts. 
Our exploration must remain sensitive to these implications, avoiding the pitfall of 
imposing Western-centric frameworks on diverse global realities. 

Moreover, while this special issue focuses on the challenges and potential 
failures of the community, it is equally important to recognize and celebrate the 
resilience, creativity, and adaptability of communities across the Global South. 
From innovative urban planning initiatives in Latin America to community-based 
conservation efforts in Africa, from grassroots democracy movements in Southeast 
Asia to indigenous rights campaigns in Oceania, we see countless examples of 
communities reimagining and reasserting their collective identities and aspirations.
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Therefore, the future of communitarianism in Asia and Latin America is not 
a simple matter of reviving traditional structures or wholesale adoption of new 
models. Instead, it requires a deeper, context-sensitive approach that draws on local 
wisdom and global insights. The Spinozist framework, emphasizing the dynamic 
interaction between the multitude and political structures, offers one valuable 
lens for this attempt. However, it must be complemented by other perspectives, 
including indigenous philosophies, postcolonial theories, and emerging paradigms 
from the Global South itself.

As we navigate these complex terrains, several vital questions emerge that will 
guide our exploration. How can we reimagine community in inclusive, adaptive, and 
resilient ways in the face of global challenges? What role can communitarianism 
play in addressing issues of social justice, environmental sustainability, and 
economic equity in Asia and Latin America? How can communities assert their 
agency and identity while engaging productively with national and global systems? 
What new forms of solidarity and collective action are emerging across the Global 
North and the Global South, and how might these reshape our understanding of 
community and democracy? How can scholarship and practice in this field move 
beyond Eurocentric models to develop truly global, multifaceted perspectives on 
community and communitarianism?

The articles in this special section offer multiple angles on these questions. 
They range from theoretical explorations to case studies, from critical analyses 
of policy frameworks to accounts of grassroots innovations. Together, they paint 
a rich, complex picture of the challenges and possibilities facing communities in 
general today. As an editor, I hope that this collection will not only contribute to 
academic discourse but also inspire practical initiatives and policy considerations. 
The future of communitarianism in Asia and Latin America has implications far 
beyond academia—it touches on fundamental questions of how we organize our 
societies, distribute resources, make collective decisions, and find meaning and 
belonging in an increasingly interconnected world.

We invite readers to approach these articles with an open mind, ready to 
challenge preconceptions and explore new possibilities. The failure of certain 
community models need not signal the end of communitarian ideals. Instead, it 
may begin a new, more dynamic, and inclusive understanding of collective life—one 
better equipped to meet the challenges and seize the opportunities of our rapidly 
changing world. Let us view the current moment not as an endpoint but as part 
of an ongoing process of negotiation and reimagination. The future of community 
and communitarianism in Asia and Latin America is not predetermined; it is being 
shaped, even now, by the collective actions, aspirations, and innovations of millions 
of individuals and groups across these diverse regions.



Lee / “Beyond Failed Community”� 249

Kritika Kultura 45 (2024): 249–253� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>

As we embark on this exploration, we are reminded that the true measure of 
a community’s success lies not in its ability to remain static but in its capacity to 
evolve, adapt, and continually redefine itself while holding true to core values of 
justice, dignity, and collective well-being. We hope the discussions sparked by 
this special issue will contribute to this constant community reimagination and 
renewal across Asia, Latin America, and beyond. 

In this discussion, Te-Gyung Kim offers a critical perspective on Japan’s quest 
for “normal country” status through the literary lens of Inoue Hisashi’s novel 
Kirikirijin. This pursuit, most notably evidenced by recent attempts to revise 
Article 9 of Japan’s Constitution, is scrutinized within the framework of 1970s-80s 
Japanese literature that explored the concept of “nations within nations.” Kirikirijin 
presents a fictional narrative where the town of Kirikiri declares independence 
and adopts a constitution mirroring Japan’s Article 9. The novel employs the Ping-
Pong World Cup as an allegorical device to represent the quest for international 
recognition, drawing parallels with historical notions of state legitimacy. Inoue’s 
work is particularly notable for its provocative use of obscenity in depicting 
national symbols, a literary strategy that serves as a sharp critique of the sanctity 
typically associated with state institutions. Through this unconventional approach, 
Kirikirijin functions as a subversive text that challenges Japan’s national ambitions 
and proposes alternative visions that go beyond contemporary political and social 
paradigms. Kim’s analysis positions Kirikirijin as a powerful commentary on Japan’s 
evolving national identity, offering insights that question the very foundations of 
the country’s pursuit of “normalcy” in the global arena.

Takahiro Teshima expands on the previous argument by introducing the 
concept of Nantō studies, a field that centers on Okinawa and Japan’s southern 
islands. This academic discipline initially positioned Okinawa as a repository 
of ancient Japanese culture, basing its premise on a theory of cultural diffusion 
from center to periphery. Teshima’s article explores the evolution and constraints 
of Nantō studies within the context of colonial Taiwan, with a particular focus 
on the influence of Taihoku Imperial University. The academic environment 
at the university facilitated a more comprehensive approach to Nantō studies, 
incorporating previously overlooked elements of Japanese history. However, this 
broadened perspective had an unintended consequence: it brought to light the 
distinctive features of the former Ryukyu Kingdom and its cultural affinities with 
other southern regions. This development posed a significant challenge to the 
foundational premise of Nantō studies. The possibility that other regions could 
supplant Okinawa as the wellspring of ancient Japanese cultural imagery from 
the periphery threatened the discipline’s core assumptions. Efforts to reinforce 
Okinawa’s status as Japan’s southernmost territory, such as through the publication 
of Nantō magazine, yielded mixed outcomes. While these initiatives led to a more 
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diverse examination of outlying islands, they also risked promoting a homogenized 
“Okinawa” concept that could potentially assimilate smaller, distinct regions. In 
essence, Teshima’s analysis reveals the complex intermingling between academic 
discourse, cultural identity, and colonial dynamics in shaping perceptions of 
Okinawa and its relationship to mainland Japan. It underscores how scholarly 
pursuits can both illuminate and complicate understandings of regional identities 
within broader national narratives.

Jay Hee-jeong Sohn offers a thought-provoking examination of community 
and care as portrayed in contemporary cinema. Employing Eva Feder Kittay’s 

“dependency critique” as a theoretical framework, Sohn scrutinizes depictions of 
care and dependency in popular Global North narratives, with a particular focus 
on films such as Plan 75, The Bacchus Lady, I Care a Lot, I’m Your Man, Her and 
La Maison de Himiko. Sohn’s analysis explores how these cinematic works engage 
with pressing care-related issues of our time. These include the commercialization 
and gender dynamics of care work, imaginative portrayals of automated care 
systems, and explorations of care models that diverge from conventional family 
structures. The study illuminates the reciprocal relationship between popular 
culture and societal perspectives on care, dependency, and human dignity. 
Sohn argues for a fundamental shift in our understanding of care, advocating 
for a view that recognizes interdependence as an inherent aspect of the human 
experience. A key contribution of Sohn’s work is the introduction of the concept 

“promiscuous dignity.” This term describes a form of dignity that emerges from 
caring relationships and shared vulnerability, challenging prevailing notions of 
individual autonomy and self-reliance. In conclusion, Sohn’s examination of these 
care narratives in film underscores the urgent need to reimagine care systems and 
practices. This reimagining must take into account everlasting social dynamics 
and ethical considerations, highlighting the crucial role that care plays in molding 
human experiences and social structures.

Jungwon Park offers a compelling examination of Cuba’s sociopolitical landscape 
through the lens of contemporary cinema. Park’s analysis centers on the 2011 
Cuban zombie comedy Juan of the Dead” using it as a mirror to reflect the nation’s 
journey from revolutionary optimism to present-day challenges. Park begins by 
contextualizing Cuba’s trajectory since the 1959 revolution. Once heralded as a 
potential utopia, Cuba has grappled with significant political and economic hurdles 
following the Soviet bloc’s disintegration, resulting in its current status as one of 
the world’s most isolated nations. Juan of the Dead Park argues, serves as a potent 
cultural commentary on this shift. The film employs a blend of social criticism, 
political satire, and irreverent humor to paint a vivid picture of Cuba’s dystopian 
present and uncertain future. Park posits that the film’s zombie narrative acts as 
a metaphor for what Naomi Klein terms “disaster capitalism”—the exploitation of 
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crises to advance free-market ideologies. While the film does not shy away from 
critiquing the Castro regime’s shortcomings, Park notes that its primary focus is on 
illuminating the national trauma inflicted by external forces. The film’s conclusion, 
featuring resilient Cubans maintaining their dignity and humor amid catastrophe, 
speaks to a core of national resilience. Park’s analysis highlights how Juan of the 
Dead incorporates often marginalized Caribbean cultural elements and celebrates 
a stigmatized topicality. Through this approach, the film presents alternative 
visions of national identity and community that transcend Cuba’s former state-
centered socialist model and the pressures of global capitalism. Crucially, Park’s 
examination of Juan of the Dead reveals how popular culture can be a powerful 
medium for exploring complex national narratives, offering insights into a country’s 
past, present, and potential future.

Kimyoung Kim concludes the discussion by exploring the theoretical 
underpinnings of democracy as a foundation for alternative communitarianism, 
with a specific focus on Spinoza’s political philosophy. Kim’s article offers a 
critical examination of Spinoza’s democratic theory, emphasizing the dynamic 
interplay between democratic collectivity and the role of the multitude. The 
analysis draws a comparison between Negri’s radical democratic interpretation 
of Spinoza and Spinoza’s own detailed articulation. A key aspect of Kim’s study 
is its confrontation with the less progressive elements of Spinoza’s framework, 
particularly its exclusionary and discriminatory aspects towards women and 
other marginalized groups. This critique leads Kim to question the concept of 
an absolute democratic state. In light of these considerations, Kim proposes a 
reconceptualization of democracy as an ongoing dialectical process. This process 
involves continuous negotiation of inclusion, exclusion, and citizenship, with the 
multitude playing a complex role as an ambivalent agent of collective power. His 
argument culminates in an immanent interpretation of democracy within Spinoza’s 
thought. Kim characterizes this understanding as a perpetual redefinition of 
democracy’s boundaries and possibilities. Central to this view is the idea that the 
essence of democracy lies in the multitude’s capacity for self-constitution and the 
constant renegotiation of power structures. Through this analysis, Kim not only 
sheds new light on Spinoza’s political philosophy but also offers valuable insights 
for reimagining democratic practices in contemporary contexts. This approach 
provides a theoretical framework for alternative forms of communitarianism that 
can address the complexities of modern societies.

The forging of national identity—a concept Benedict Anderson aptly termed an 
“imagined community”—plays a crucial role in shaping the collective consciousness 
of formerly colonized peoples. Anderson’s concept aims to emphasize a nation as 
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“an imagined political community” (Anderson 6). This process engenders a deep-
seated recognition of shared experiences and cultivates a passionate attachment 
to the idea of the nation as a sublime object of desire and loyalty within a given 
region. While a nation-state exists as a tangible political and geographical entity, it 
simultaneously inhabits a realm of potent symbolism. This dual nature—material 
and symbolic—imbues the nation-state with a complex existence that transcends 
mere territorial boundaries. The ontological foundation of the nation-state serves 
as the wellspring from which the ideological core of nationalism flows, constructing 
its internal logic and emotional resonance.

The formation of this national identity and the establishment of nation-states 
in Asia were profoundly influenced by the seismic shifts following World War II; 
this period marked a decisive turning point in geopolitical dynamics, heralding 
a transition from the era of grand conflicts between sprawling empires to a new 
paradigm characterized by protracted civil wars and internal struggles within 
newly formed or redefined nation-states. This transformation reflected a broader 
global trend but took on particular significance in Asia and Latin America, where 
the retreat of colonial powers and the emergence of new states created a complex 
tapestry of political entities, each grappling with questions of identity, legitimacy, 
and sovereignty. Though often labeled as part of the overarching “Cold War,” the 
resulting conflicts were anything but cold for those embroiled in them.

Indeed, the term “Cold War” belies the intense heat of ideological battles, 
proxy conflicts, and internal strife across Asia. From the Korean Peninsula to 
Southeast Asia, the Indian subcontinent to Latin America, the struggle to define 
national identities and establish political systems led to violent confrontations, 
mass displacements, and profound social upheavals. This period of turmoil and 
transformation not only reshaped the geopolitical map of Asia and Latin America 
but also left an indelible mark on the collective psyche of their peoples. The legacy 
of these post-war developments continues to influence contemporary politics, 
inter-state relations, and ongoing debates about national identity and regional 
cooperation.
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