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Glossary

All explications of Islamic terminology are taken from John L. Esposito, The Oxford Dictionary of Islam (Oxford University Press, 2003).



	Apostasy

	‘Renunciation of one’s religion. … The schools vary on the question of whether or not an apostate may be allowed, encouraged, or disallowed to repent, as well as on the apostate’s property after death or banishment, but they agree that the marriage of an apostate is void’ (22).




	Dawah

	‘Call. God’s way of bringing believers to faith and the means by which prophets call individuals and communities back to God. Militant submovements interpret dawah as calling Muslims back to the purer form of religion practiced by Muhammad and the early Muslim community’ (64).




	Din

	‘Way of life for which humans will be held accountable and recompensed accordingly on the Day of Judgment. The word is the root of the Arabic terms for “habit”, “way”, “account”, “obedience”, “judgement” and “reward” and is often translated as “religion”’ (68).




	Hadith

	‘Report of the words and deeds of Muhammad and other early Muslims; considered an authorative source of revelation, second only to the Quran’ (101).




	Halal

	‘Quranic term used to indicate what is lawful or permitted … Often used in conjunction with established dietary restrictions’ (105).




	Hijab

	‘Traditional Muslim women’s head, face, or body covering, of numerous varieties across time and space, often referred to as the “veil.” Hijab is a symbol of modesty, privacy, and morality’ (112).




	Ijtihad

	‘Islamic legal term meaning “independent reasoning”, as opposed to taqlid (imitation). One of four sources of Sunni law. Utilized where the Quran and Sunnah (the first two sources) are silent. It requires a thorough knowledge of theology, revealed texts and legal theory (usul al-fiqh); a sophisticated capacity for legal reasoning; and a thorough knowledge of Arabic’ (134).




	Jihad

	‘From the Arabic root meaning “to strive”, “to exert”, “to fight”; exact meaning depends on context. May express struggle against one’s evil inclinations, an exertion to convert unbelievers, or a struggle for the moral betterment of the Islamic community. Today often used without any religious connotation, with a meaning more or less equivalent to the English word crusade’ (159–60).




	Mujahidin

	‘Often translated as “warriors of God”. Technically, the term does not have a necessary connection with war. In recent years those Muslims who engage in armed defense of Muslim lands call themselves or are called mujahidin’ (213).




	Shahadah

	‘Witness. Recitation of the Islamic witness of faith, “There is no god but God, and Muhammad is the Messenger of God”; the first of the five pillars of Islam’ (286).




	Shahid

	‘One who suffers or loses his or her life in carrying out religious duty’ (193)



	Ulama

	‘Men of knowledge. Refers to those who have been trained in the religious sciences (Quran, hadith, fiqh, etc.)’ (325).



	Zakah

	‘Required almsgiving that is one of the five pillars of Islam. Muslims with financial means are required to give 2.5 per cent of their net worth annually as zakah’ (345).




 

‘But don’t be satisfied with stories, how things have gone with others. Unfold your own myth, without complicated explanation.’

JALAL AD-DIN RUMI

(The Essential Rumi, trans. Coleman Banks)

‘patriotism is the last refuge to which a scoundrel clings.’

BOB DYLAN

(‘Sweetheart Like You’, Infidels)


INTRODUCTION

Homo islamicus: beyond ‘good’ and ‘bad’

The events that occurred on 11 September 2001, commonly referred to as 9/11, magnified, accelerated and popularized the engagement of theory and popular culture with Islam. Following the 1978 publication of Edward Said’s seminal Orientalism, the issue of the misrepresentation of the Arab world and Islam had tenuously entered the domain of theory. Said had argued that the Occident had created the imaginary Orient through a series of stereotypical images or binary constructions that reaffirmed the Occidental self. These constructions, Said noted, were the cultural accompaniments to colonialism and imperialism. Certainly, the events following 9/11, including the ‘war on terror’, reinvigorated this discussion as well as extended an analysis on the limits of postcolonial theory, secularism, humanism and democracy, and the metaphysical challenge of a radically militant Islam. It can be argued that until the events of 9/11 there had been a minimal engagement of popular culture and theory with Islamic concepts outside Orientalist and area studies, and that 9/11 popularized a field that, thus far, had remained largely insular, academic and textual. Since then, with the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan in play, dramatic and spectacular attacks on previously unreachable targets in London and Madrid, human rights catastrophes of Guantánamo Bay and Abu Ghraib, the ongoing siege of Gaza, and the evolving ‘Arab Awakening’, media and culture industries have cashed in on the conflicts, producing a need for viable cultural translators and commentators. This flurry of activity has spectacularized the differences between the ‘world of Islam’ and the West,1 and issues such as freedom of expression, women’s rights, political reform and radicalism have made terms such as apostate, hijab, ijtihad and jihad part of the popular, global lexicon. The ‘war of ideas’2 has become the subject of everyone’s conversation and the spoils of that war have been rapidly consumed. While the theorization of the ‘war on terror’ has been continuing for a decade now, both ‘suicide bombings’ and attacks on Muslim populations have increased dramatically. Thus, while theorizing about the jihad and popularizing the figure of the jihadist have become commonplace, hundreds of thousands of people across the world are still suffering from the effects of real conflict. It can be argued that this condition demonstrates a deep dislocation between theory and reality, and that as this dislocation grows the gap of interlocution grows wider. This book attempts to highlight this disjuncture and offers suggestions as to how genuine contrapuntal discourse might begin in radical criticism. In this book I will argue that the temptation to theorize jihad, and especially to appropriate the figure of the jihadist, offers fertile ground for a discussion about the limits of current theory: including Orientalism, postcolonialism, postsecularism and cultural studies, particularly regarding the role of Muslim interlocutors in interpretation, in translating Islam’s supposed challenge to modernity.

Simplified categories have been invented to describe the multiplicity of perspectives within diverse Muslim cultures and within the West itself. Islam, particularly, has been compressed into a monolith when convenient and become synonymous with fundamentalism. As Edward Said wrote in his introduction to the revised edition of Covering Islam:

It is simply false to try to trace all this [referring to terrorism] back to something called ‘Islam,’ no matter how vociferously polemical Orientalists – mainly active in the United States, Britain, and Israel – insisted that Islam regulates societies from top to bottom, that dar al-Islam is a single, coherent entity, that church and state are really one in Islam, and so forth. (Said 1997: xvi)

This tendency to see Islam as a unitary entity is reversed, however, when the occasion calls for it. After 9/11, for example, President Bush made reference to ‘good’ and ‘bad’ Muslims – the ‘bad’ ones being responsible for the 9/11 attacks and the ‘good’ ones being anxious to disassociate themselves from the ‘bad’ ones, clear their names and support America (Mamdani 1995: 15). Throughout periods of high alert, Islam and Muslims are routinely denigrated and stereotyped as enemies of freedom and civilization, victimized as potential holders of threatening ideologies, and even tortured to satiate the public need for perceived security. Other times, philosophers and politicians fragment Islam into convenient differentiations between various ‘types’ of Muslim: the progressives, moderates, fundamentalists, neo-fundamentalists and jihadists. In fact, those antagonistic to Islam and those sympathetic to it often end up making the same arguments. It has become commonplace to theorize that Islam and the West hold different epistemological frameworks; this assertion comes from the right and the left alike, with neoconservatives such as Samuel Huntington, leftists such as Slavoj Žižek, and Osama bin Laden all singing in the same choir. The politics of representing Islam and Muslims is highly unstable and, as Douglas Kellner notes, ‘media spectacles are subject to dialectical reversal as positive images give way to negative ones’ (2005: 78).

Jihad has become a central term in this ‘war on terror’. Theorists and lay people alike discuss the nature of jihad, until recently an obscure concept about which only theologians would converse outside Islamic cultures. In fact, an entire public discourse on jihad has developed, and jihad itself has been shaped and redefined into various configurations: as a radical revolutionary energy, an agent for peaceful social change, an inner struggle for peace and reconciliation, or a barbarian destructive instinct that opposes civilization. Various commentators on the ongoing Arab revolutions have breathed a sigh of relief that the jihad which consumed discourse on the Middle East for the past decade has been replaced by peaceful protests and a secular spirit of revolution.

To be fair, even among theologians jihad has held ambiguous meanings, not only in contemporary times but throughout history. Volumes have been written in Islamic scholarship about the doctrine of jihad, and only some of these discussions can be explored here.3 Asma Afsaruddin has noted that throughout the first three centuries of Islam jihad developed a multiplicity of meanings largely related to struggling in the path of God, which could mean embarking on the pursuit of knowledge, an inner battle for spiritualism, and a military struggle in defence of Islam. Sohail Hashmi has established that from the eighth to the fourteenth centuries of Islam, considered the classical period, legal jurists ordained jihad as a divine struggle in a world divided into dar al-Islam, a Muslim state led by a just ruler, and dar al-harb, the land of war, where Islam did not prevail. During this period, many scholars aimed at bringing Islamic civilization to dar al-harb, under strict conditions, thus developing a code as to how these activities were to take place. This led to the development of a further discourse of jihad not only as a defensive struggle against intruders but as a means of spreading Islam to non-Muslim areas. The teachings of Muhammad Ibn Abd al-Wahhab, developed in the middle of the eighteenth century on the Arabian peninsula in direct response to the colonization of Arabia by the Ottomans, have expanded the boundaries of political Islam by positioning jihad as a fight against colonialism.4 Modern concepts of jihad largely developed from these historical differentiations, as evidenced in the work of Sayyid Qutb, which grew out of the postcolonial Egypt of Gamal Abdel Nasser.5 Scholars of Islam had traditionally distinguished between two types of jihad: al-jihad al-akbar (the greater jihad) and al-jihad al-asghar (the lesser jihad). The greater jihad was considered to be the inward struggle of the self against weakness. The lesser jihad was directed outward towards self-defence, preservation and justice. However, as Mohammed Fadel notes, Qutb, largely seen as the intellectual forefather of radical Islam, differentiated three types of jihad al-asghar: defensive jihad to ward off persecution of Muslims, jihad to assure freedom to preach Islam without persecution, and armed jihad as a means of achieving universal justice. Further development of the differentiations of the lesser jihad and the codes for its engagement are relatively modern. African scholar Mahmood Mamdani accentuates this reality: ‘After the first centuries of the creation of the Islamic states, there were only four widespread uses of jihad as a mobilizing slogan – until the Afghan jihad of the 1980s’ (1995: 51).

It is the lesser jihad that is most sharply debated today. John Esposito in ‘Jihad: Holy or Unholy War?’ summarizes some of the key Islamist positions in this debate. He observes that notable religious leaders, such as Sheikh Yusuf Qaradawi, Sheikh Ahmad Yasin, the founder of Hamas, and Akram Sabri, the Mufti of Jerusalem, have allowed jihad only as self-defence in occupied Muslim-predominant countries, including the killing of civilians in these militarized zones. However, Sheikh al-Sheikh, former Grand Mufti of Saudi Arabia, has condemned all suicide bombings as un-Islamic. Sheikh Muhammad Sayad Tantawi, Grand Imam of al-Azhar Mosque and Grand Sheikh of al-Azhar University, has drawn a distinction between acts of self-sacrifice and self-defence and strongly disallowed the killing of non-combatants. Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri, on the other hand, have argued that jihad can include attacks upon military and non-military targets inside Muslim countries that are physically occupied by foreign powers, attacks on military installations in Muslim countries that are not formally occupied, as well as attacks within the occupying countries themselves. In the introduction to the highly informative Princeton Readings in Islamist Thought, Euben and Zaman argue that bin Laden ‘embraces a global jihad that essentially collapses distinctions between national and international, offensive and defensive fighting, enemies at home and those from afar’ (2009a: 42), all themes that served as nuanced differentiations in the stances of various Islamists.

To complicate the discourse further, jihad is packaged as ‘good’ and ‘bad’. The greater jihad, which is inner and spiritual in nature, is presented as benevolent, while the lesser jihad, which can take various forms of struggle for social justice, is branded as malevolent. It is this struggle for social justice which is largely the object of public scrutiny. ‘Good’ Muslims accentuate the inner spiritual journey and work within existing institutions to achieve social justice non-violently. They therefore present jihad as compatible with Western neoliberalism or even leftism. The category of ‘bad’ Muslims can include all those who focus on the social element of jihad, whether it involves radically confronting injustice through active social and political organization or through violent struggle. This group of ‘bad’ Muslims is diverse, and, as Olivier Roy and John Esposito argue, wrongfully groups political Islamists, who aim to institute Islamic political systems, with jihadists, who attempt to disrupt global order through suicide attacks.6 Euben and Zaman also demonstrate that Islamist politics are remarkably diverse, including strains of Salafism, Sufism, Wahhabism, Shi’ism and modernism, with some Islamists being members of the ulama and some not, with diverse viewpoints on issues such as gender, politics, democracy and violence (2009a: 5-46). Though Sayyid (2004: 155) connects the rise of Islamism to a tension between the modernity of Kemalism and the erosion of Eurocentricism, Euben and Zaman (2009a: 6-7) connect it to the continued colonial presence in Muslim lands. In either case, scholars agree that the emergence of Islamism as a political movement is connected to anti-colonial and anti-imperialist sentiments and projects and the internal struggle of Muslims for self-identity. However, this is not a book about Islamism: its focus is the jihadist, whether nationally or globally operational, who shares concerns and visions with various Islamists, but advocates for and employs militant and violent methods, often contrary to traditional Islamist doctrines.

In this book I use the term ‘jihadist’ or shahid (if the jihadist actually manages to die) rather than the term ‘terrorist’, or ‘Muslim terrorist’. In On Suicide Bombing, Talal Asad argues ‘If one is to talk about religious subjectivities, one must work through the concepts the people concerned actually use’ (2007: 44). Contemporary jihadists, such as al-Qaeda and affiliates discussed in this book, consistently refer to themselves as jihadists, shahid or mujahidin, using an explicit Islamic terminology that rejects the assignation of terrorist. Therefore I use the same terms when I write about them rather than the ‘abjected figure of the terrorist’ (Redfield 2009: 2) that has emerged to ‘haunt’ neoliberal Western society, to use a Derridean term originally employed to discuss the spectre of communism, which feeds on an intense fear for one’s personal safety. A hunger to know those anonymous others, to theorize their intentions and perhaps even to humanize them is evident in popular culture and theory, particularly over the past decade.

Arguably one of the most useful contributions to naming and describing the figure of the terrorist has been generated by Georgio Agamben, with his discussion of the concept of the Homo sacer, which has provoked considerable response in critical circles. Agamben argues that under the spectacle of terrorism a new kind of authoritarianism is created; citizens willingly give up hard-earned civil liberties in order to be protected from the Homo sacer – the sovereign-less terrorist, who is seen as less than human, a holder of ‘bare life’, who can be killed without consequence. In Beyond the Spectacle of Terrorism: Global Uncertainty and the Challenge of the New Media, Henry Giroux agrees with Agamben that the fear of the Homo sacer has resulted in the privatization of institutions for the public good and that as a result the functions of the state have shifted, leading to a withdrawal into private space in Western society. He also adds to Agamben’s formulation, noting that the jihadists ‘situate the body both as an object of abuse and torture [beheading videos] and as an agent of resistance [suicide bombers]’ (Giroux 2006: 55). While they are the object of indiscriminate killing, they are also the perpetrators. Kellner elaborates that the process of dehumanization, necessary to sustain the threat of the Homo sacer, occurs on both sides of the war on terror:

The terrorist crimes of September 11th appeared to be part of this Jihad, and show the horrific consequences of totally dehumanizing an ‘enemy’ as so evil that even innocent members of the group in question deserve to be exterminated. (2005: 33)

Even though bin Laden may have been dehumanized for the West, and even though he dehumanized the West in turn, Kellner astutely observes that ‘Bin Laden has become a “revolutionary myth”, looked upon with awe by millions throughout the world’ (2005: 39).

Slavoj Žižek also makes a controversial contribution to this debate about the Homo sacer by accusing theorists, such as Giroux, Kellner and Butler, of emptying Agamben of his radicalness in order to appropriate the figure of the Homo sacer for the goals of a more inclusionary radical democracy. Like Kellner and Giroux, Žižek notes that though the Homo sacer is the man over whom all men are sovereign and who can be killed without consequence, he can also declare a war that is spectral in nature – therefore making him an outlaw. He adds, however, that it is essential to supplement the concept of the stateless Homo sacer with the knowledge that he is also the recipient of humanitarian aid, since the dehumanized Homo sacer is the object of the West’s torture and of its pity. To make this point Žižek draws attention to the fact that both bombs and food baskets were being dropped on Afghanistan at the same time, making the Homo sacer at once a ‘privileged object of humanitarian biopolitics’ and a terrorist. Therefore, Žižek argues,

there is no place in Agamben for the ‘democratic’ project of ‘renegotiating’ the limit which separates full citizens from Homo sacer by gradually allowing their voice to be heard; his point is, rather, that in today’s ‘post-politics’ the very democratic public space is a mask concealing the fact that, ultimately, we are all Homo sacer. (2002: 100)

As this rather brief review indicates, the figure of the jihadist as Homo sacer has been employed by First World theorists as a tool to engage in self-reflection on the state of the democratic project in Western countries. All theorists mentioned steer away from noting the religious nature of the jihadist’s intentions and refer to him as ‘terrorist’ rather than jihadist, robbing him of the particularity of his position and refusing to identify him by the name he assigns to himself. Second, they do not ground the jihadist’s stance as a response to the particularities of his own oppression (with the exception of Žižek), and all present him as a reactionary figure without a clear political agenda. There is virtually no discussion of what jihad might contribute to the envisioning of future global democratic projects, except as a means to reflect to the West its own inconsistencies and injustices.

It is useful here to recall Maxime Rodinson’s much earlier postulation of the term Homo islamicus, which specifies the Islamic nature of Homo sacer much more transparently than do contemporary theorizations:

The Oriental may always have been characterized as a savage enemy, but during the Middle Ages, he was at least considered on the same level as his European counterpart. And, to the men of the Enlightenment, the ideologues of the French Revolution, the Oriental was, for all his foreignness in appearance and dress, above all a man like anyone else. In the nineteenth century, however, he became something quite separate, sealed off in his own specificity, yet worthy of a kind of grudging admiration. This is the origin of the homo islamicus, a notion widely accepted even today. (Rodinson 1987: 60)

In fact, the theory of Homo sacer, as a means of engaging with the jihadist, empties jihad of its own rich theoretical position, thereby employing an old Orientalist turn of using the Orient to serve as a mirror of the Occident. If the Homo sacer is an object of both fear and pity, the Homo islamicus is often the object of both violent oversimplication and a ‘grudging admiration’ for nostalgic utopian projects. The figure of Homo islamicus allows for a more equal dialogue with a full recognition of the jihadist as not merely an image in the Western mirror to allow reflection on the failed democratic project, but as a figure with his own rich tradition of resistance and diverse oppositional discourses. Therefore throughout this book the term Homo islamicus is used to refer to the sign of the jihadist and the category of ‘bad’ Muslim ‘sealed off in his own specificity’.

In contrast to the jihadist, the category of ‘good’ Muslim is used to refer to Muslims of various political persuasions who attempt to translate the sign of jihad for a largely uninformed audience. Muslim interlocutors have become central to making visible the spectre of the jihadist, and as such are an important focus of this study. The stubborn curiosity to understand the actions of the jihadists propelled those already engaged in ongoing discussions about Islam and its epistemology prior to 9/11 into the media spotlight. At the same time, ‘authentic’ Muslims, usually Western Muslims with origins in predominantly Muslim countries, or Western converts to Islam, were solicited as native informants.7 For the most part, their audiences lie in the West, not in predominantly Muslim countries, and their messages are articulated in European languages, primarily English and French. These intellectuals are tasked with the difficult mission of explaining the jihadist, making him just familiar enough to understand, but exotic enough to fascinate, while keeping a distance from the analysis, ensuring that they in no way express admiration for him. In short, they play the role of ‘good’ Muslims explaining the motifs of the ‘bad’ Muslims. Simultaneously, the ‘bad’ Muslims have developed their own forms and discourses to represent themselves, without the mediation of the native informants. This leads to a vastly heterogeneous discourse which both affirms and rejects dominant ideologies, producing a multidimensional Muslim response.

The ‘good’ Muslims have gained incredible value by having knowledge of both the cultural capital of Islam, especially the jihadist, and the discourse of First World media and academia. It is useful here to recall Pierre Bourdieu’s description of cultural capital in The Field of Cultural Production. He argues that capital refers to objects, artistic imagery, texts and music that have meaning and interest for those who possess the code; religious capital, for example, is specific to the religious field and is associated with specialists who guard the corpus of knowledge (Bourdieu 1993: 91). Orthodoxy and heresy, terms openly borrowed from the religious field, are deployed by Bourdieu to describe the struggle for power within any field. In an extension of Bourdieu, Appadurai in The Social Life of Things (1986) defines postcoloniality as a system of postcolonial writers working within the neocolonial context of commodity culture, and notes that the writer is only one of the agents of legitimation; others include reviewers, publishers and communities. In this way, cultural industries both produce and appropriate writers to fit into various subject positions in the field. In The Postcolonial Exotic, Graham Huggan suggests that the encoding of the exotic has been essential in assigning value to postcoloniality:

exoticism may be understood conventionally as an aestheticising process through which the cultural other is translated, relayed back through the familiar. Yet in a postcolonial context, exoticism is effectively repoliticised, redeployed both to unsettle metropolitan expectations of cultural otherness and to effect a grounded critique of differential relations of power. (2001: ix–x)

In short, the exotic manufactures Otherness either by rendering the familiar strange or by making the strange familiar in the dialectical process of exoticization (Othering) and appropriation. It is a ‘semiotic circuit that oscillates between the opposite poles of strangeness and familiarity’ (Huggan 2001: 13). Functioning as a symbolic system, the exotic assigns the familiar to unfamiliar things and often politics is concealed under this dialectical process. The Other is perceived as foreign and demonized when there is a need to subjugate him, or as friendly and neighbourly when the subjugation will be less violent. Therefore, it is not so much the intentionality of the author that is the focus of interpretation, but the function of the author as a commodity in the process of exoticization. It is the contention of this study that Islam can be viewed as a field within which there is immense competition for both symbolic power and religious capital. Field specialists, theologians and other cultural interpreters define the field and the code of membership. Describing the codes of the field of Islam which have ruptured into popular culture, particularly the code of jihad, has been the role of a newly founded group of Muslim writers and intellectuals, who are in competition with their increasingly articulate radical counterparts, the jihadists. This often problematizes the concept of Muslimness itself, with the good Muslims claiming orthodoxy for an Islam which has been ‘hijacked’ by heretical jihadists. The jihadists, on the other hand, dismiss the good Muslims as heretical pawns who want to reform Islam to make it compatible with the goals of neoliberal globalization.

It can be argued that in First World academic institutions and cultures the value of Muslimness is high if one is considered a good Muslim, but diminishes significantly if the interlocutor takes an unpopular position on the right to jihad, in which case she is quickly herded into the group of bad Muslims. The instability of this binary of good and bad Muslims has been demonstrated by Mamdani in his discussion on how the Taliban and al-Qaeda were constructed and how the perception of ally and enemy shifted rapidly in global politics. Muslim interlocutors are acutely aware of this binary and the indiscriminate way they can be allocated to the latter group. Therefore their interventions often remain ambiguous, with an obsessive autobiographical drive to prove both their authenticity as Muslims and their credentials as Western theorists. The moderate interlocutor positions herself as both familiar and exotic, in order to establish a dual credibility in the West and in predominantly Muslim communities. While she maintains credibility in the West, and is perceived as a representative of Muslims, she is often unknown in predominantly Muslim countries. She also has to take particular care in situating her political allegiances since ‘good’ Muslim has come to mean ‘moderate’ and neoliberal and ‘bad’ Muslim has come to mean ‘radical’ or jihadist. Consider by notable example the persecution of Swiss scholar Tariq Ramadan, whose case became a human rights issue when he was denied a visa by the United States government to take up a post at the University of Notre Dame. Ramadan was accused of supporting fundamentalism because he recognized the legitimacy of jihad as the right to fight oppression and social injustice. The international debate regarding Ramadan’s case became so heated that Ramadan wrote What I Believe, a book outlining his beliefs clearly, in order to avoid charges of doublespeak – that is, presenting one face to the West and another to Islamic audiences. Documenting his work before 9/11, Ramadan notes that because he has overtly positioned himself as a Muslim, he has come under suspicion, even though he is espousing the same ideas and conducting the same work he did previously as a teacher with no obvious religion (Ramadan 2010: 210).

The jihadists, on the other hand, with their spectacular acts of violence, do not worry about ambiguity and clearly speak their messages to specific audiences. However, these messages are continually mediated by others and even stripped of intentionality in the process of being re-presented. In predominantly Muslim countries, their messages resonate and seem direct and obvious, even if they are often rejected, while for Western theorists they remain the rantings of madmen speaking in an idiom that cannot be translated. Firmly located in the group of ‘bad’ Muslims, the jihadist raises serious queries regarding how he has been represented, playfully engaging in bantering and even comedy to deconstruct his image as a manic medievalist, isolated from Western doctrine.

In fact it can be argued that the debate between moderates and jihadists and the role of moderates in subverting the jihadists’ radical messages are a continuation of an internal debate between Islamists and modernists (some Islamists are also modernists) involving the degree to which Muslims should engage with the West and also the core interpretation of Islamic foundational texts, with both claiming recourse to an authentic and genuine interpretation. The objective of this book is not to privilege either ‘bad’ or ‘good’ Muslims over the other; neither is it to explore the authentic Islamicity of jihad in the global world. The objective is to explore jihad as a cultural configuration and the after-effects of its radical message on theory, particularly. In this sense the book focuses on representations of jihad – by whom it is represented and for what purposes – and the effects these representations have on theory. Jihad is not discussed as a theological concept, but as a cultural configuration that is being circulated in an endless semiotic circuitry in the ‘war on terror’. On occasion jihad is referred to as a ‘sign’ relating to the ‘master signifier’ of Islam as extrapolated by Sayyid in Fundamental Fear (2004: 42–8). Further, the sign of jihad has a historically unstable meaning while simultaneously it has become anchored to violence in the discourse on the ‘war on terror’. In this book jihad is viewed as a sign from which one may query how a radical reimagining of the future might look in a postcolonial world. Further, the emphasis in this book is on al-jihad al-asghar (the lesser jihad), rather than al-jihad al-akbar (the greater jihad), because it is with its contentious claim of the right of violent resistance to oppression that al-jihad al-asghar challenges radical theory, particularly postcolonial theory, to examine its anti-imperialist roots. I argue that considering jihad as a cultural configuration invites exploration as to how the ‘war on terror’ has raised issues of urgent importance to intellectuals – particularly as related to issues of representation and interpretation and the role of violence in socio-political transformation.

Some explanation also needs to be given on the use of the term ‘contrapuntal’ throughout this book. As Mufti argues when discussing the lack of contrapuntality in cultural studies,

it can be granted that ‘they’ have literatures and other modes of cultural expression that are worthy of consideration, but only ‘we’ have theory, the inclination to think in abstract and conceptual terms about language, culture, and the world and about the conditions of possibility of such knowledge itself. (Mufti 2005: 123)

Mufti’s comments on contrapuntality are in reference to the deployment of the term by Said, particularly in his widely influential works Culture and Imperialism and Humanism and Democratic Criticism, where Said makes an impassioned plea for a contrapuntal approach to reading the world and understanding the ‘worldliness’ of texts. Claiming that ‘we cannot deal with the literature of the peripheries without also attending to the literature of the metropolitan centers’, Said also argues for reading across disciplines, connecting texts and societies, while not perceiving texts as mere reflections of historical events (1994a: 318). Instead, Said offers a global and comparative approach to understanding texts, placing texts of diverse forms and cultures into a common field, and, in other words, appreciating the genealogy of texts. This approach requires a capacity to read various texts alongside each other, outside their traditional disciplinary fields, in order to contextualize their ‘worldliness’:

But this global, contrapuntal analysis should be modelled not (as earlier notions of comparative literature were) on a symphony but rather on an atonal ensemble; we must take into account all sorts of spatial or geographical and rhetorical practices – inflections, limits, constraints, intrusions, inclusions, prohibitions – all of them tending to elucidate a complex and uneven topography. (Said 1994a: 318)

Therefore any study of the figure of the jihadist in theory and literature must necessarily defy the boundaries of traditional disciplinary or national literature studies. First, globalization and terrorism studies, which cross the boundaries of humanities, literature and film, much the way that cultural studies have done, all engage with study of the jihadist and therefore necessitate a cross-disciplinary response. Second, the jihadist is a global figure, not tied to any country or particular geographical sphere, and as such any study of the jihadist defies the approach of traditional area studies, either in literature or in theory. Third, since the figure of the jihadist has deeply permeated popular culture and literature, as well as political, postcolonial and radical theory, an attempt to differentiate between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture or adhere to the limits of genre studies would not allow for a thorough analysis of how cultural hegemony reproduces academic theorization in popular cultural configurations of the jihadist. Finally, this book encourages a dialogic relationship between the works of Muslim and non-Muslim writers in order to explore fully the positionality of Muslim interlocutors in the debate on the figure of the jihadist. In elaborating on Said’s concept of contrapuntality, Aamir Mufti calls for a ‘comparativism yet to come’ (2005: 115), an ‘opening up and crossing over’ (2005: 114) of texts from different cultures and time periods as a way to elaborate the complexity of concepts – in short, a deconstruction of cultural autonomy. He lucidly argues,

We come to understand that societies on either side of the imperial divide now live deeply imbricated lives that cannot be understood without reference to each other. It begins to encode a comparativism yet to come, a global comparativism that is a determinate and concrete response to the hierarchical systems that have dominated cultural life since the colonial era. (Mufti 2005: 115)

Following Said’s ambitious example, this book situates texts of cultural theory, sociology, philosophy and fiction alongside each other, along with films, videos and political treatises and speeches. As such the book crosses disciplines, genres and ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture to offer a contrapuntal reading of the figure of the jihadist. It also places works from the peripheries, from diverse Muslim writers, in dialogue with each other and with those of noted First World theorists.

In popular literature and film, particularly, the jihadist possesses an oscillating strangeness and familiarity. Familiar motives, such as personal despair at the loss of a parent, unemployment, humiliation and alienation, are assigned as possible intentions for his violent act. At the same time, foreign unknowns, such as Quranic incitation to violence, Bedouin codes of family honour, or the politics of faraway countries, also inform these portraits, rendering the jihadist as strange, and alien. Depending on the depiction and even nuances within the same depiction, the portrait of the jihadist resonates as a familiar neighbour, while remaining foreign and unknowable. Further, the line between fiction and non-fiction is consistently blurred in this process of construction, as popular knowledge on actual jihadists finds its way into the fictionalization of jihadist characters. Indeed, the theorists I discuss in this book spend considerable time elaborating upon specific profiles and portraits of individual jihadists, and drawing conclusions as to the intentionality of the jihad itself, through the lives of Osama bin Laden, the various 9/11 bombers, and the culprits in the Madrid and London bombings, for example. This analytical approach to the individual lives and motivations of these real-life characters has generated a certain narrative consistency in presenting the jihadists’ intentions to a Western audience, an approach derived from critical commentary and fiction and ceaselessly reproduced. Interestingly, fictional accounts of jihadists mirror the non-fictional analysis, in this sense clearly illuminating the historicity of texts. Of course, it can also be argued that these fictional accounts generate, rather than reflect, current popular knowledge about the jihadist. One can argue that the fictional imagery of jihadists presented in contemporary films and novels, for example, which are more readily available and accessible to the masses than is theory, more influential in generating popular knowledge of jihad than academic analysis. In either case, the important point is not whether fiction informs cultural criticism or cultural criticism informs fiction, but that both are intricately tied up in constructing a genealogy of terror in a Foucauldian sense.8 In Plotting Terror: Novelists and Terrorists in Contemporary Fiction, Margaret Scanlon (2001) notes that terrorist themes have been prominent in numerous novels from the birth of the genre in the nineteenth century, and many of the works examined in this book fall into this genre of the popular ‘terrorist’ novel.

This book also argues that a reassessment of theory is required to hear the voices of Muslims speaking in indigenous vocabularies of faith. The debates regarding the disappearance of the jihadist as related to the Arab Spring serve as a pivotal starting and ending point to examine the dislocation between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ Muslims. From there the book traces the genealogy of the jihadist in theory and culture since 9/11. Chapter 2 focuses on the re-emergence of Orientalism, which has arisen post-9/11 in the work of Bernard Lewis and Samuel Huntington, and the role of Muslims, such as Irshad Manji, Azar Nafisi, Khaled Hosseini and Yasmina Khadra, either advertently or inadvertently, in supporting Orientalist arguments as the cultural logic for the militarization of Muslim countries. Chapter 3 focuses on the counter-narrative to Orientalism by contextualizing the arguments of anti-Orientalists such as John Esposito, Olivier Roy, Iman Faisal Abu Rauf and exploring the fiction of Slimane Benaïssa and Orhan Pamuk. Chapter 4 examines the intentionality of the jihadist from his own perspective, comparing the direct interventions by infamous jihadists, such as Osama bin Laden, Adam Gadhan, Mohammed Siddique Khan and Shehzad Tanweer, to interpretations of noted intellectuals such as Henry Giroux and Faisal Devji in an attempt to highlight the fault lines that emerge in cultural and political analysis on discussions of the jihadist. Chapter 5 further explores how jihad and Islam in general are an invisible trace in postcolonial theory by investigating Said’s troubled relationship with Islam and challenges to him by postcolonial Muslim writers such as Anouar Majid and Ziauddin Sardar. Chapter 6 examines the movement beyond postcolonialism towards postsecularism, through the works of Slavoj Žižek, Terry Eagleton, Tariq Ramadan and Talal Asad, arguing that discussions on jihad and the Muslimness of Europe have been the catalyst of the exponential growth of postsecular theory. The concluding chapter summarizes how theorizations on jihad have contributed to contemporary theory, particularly over the past decade, and reverts to the central assertion in the Introduction that the vanishing of the jihadist in discourse, through various discursive methods, is evidence of an aggressive attempt to secularize postsecular Islamic discourse, particularly exemplified in the discourse on the Arab revolutions.

Finally, the assertion of the existence of jihad and Islam itself needs clarification. Sayyid describes the dilemma in which Said found himself – writing about Islam but not wanting to enter Orientalism: ‘Said seems to understand that Orientalism totally constitutes Islam, if he starts speak about Islam, he will be reincorporated into orientalism’ (Sayyid 2004: 35). Unlike Said, and like Sayyid, I believe that ‘Islam is not a signifier without a signified, but a signifier whose meaning is expressed by its articulation’ (Sayyid 2004: 42). Therefore, unlike Said, I assert that there is an Islam distinct from Orientalist representations of it. This Islam, however, is not one with a singular essence, but a master signifier that unifies and draws the limits of its community, the various articulations of Islams, though these limits become areas of contestation. Second, though I am most interested in representations of jihad and how jihad has infiltrated theory and culture, I do not claim to explain what composes authentic jihad according to Islamic exegesis, though I do recognize the existence of jihad, as a spiritual and political formulation, separate from its discursive representations.

Further, in this book, Muslim fiction does not refer to religious fiction. Instead, I use the term ‘Muslim’ to mean practising Muslims, or those born into Islam by birth, or those who have converted to it by choice, and it covers a wide range of allegiance to Islam as a faith, from practising to non-practising Muslims. To this extent, I adopt the criteria which Amin Malak outlines in Muslim Narratives and the Discourse of English:

Accordingly for the flexible purpose of our discussion here, the term Muslim narratives suggests the works produced by the person who believes firmly in the faith of Islam; and/or, via an inclusivist extension, by the person who voluntarily and knowingly refers to herself, for whatever motives, as a ‘Muslim’ when given a selection of identitarian choices; and/or, by yet another generous extension, by the person who is rooted formatively and emotionally in the culture and civilization of Islam. (2005: 7)

Because the subject of this book is largely representation and the role of diverse Muslims in representing the varied manifestations of jihad, it is only fair that I position my own subjectivity in this debate. Throughout the book I argue that Muslims often identify themselves as such in order to lend credibility to their interlocutions, and the chapters which follow provide various examples of how Muslim interlocutors position themselves as viable commentators. At the same time, non-Muslim writers writing about Islam, especially since Said’s Orientalism, are self-consciously aware of the risks of being labelled Orientalists. Therefore it is in this context that I situate my own Muslim subjectivity as one most commonly identified as a ‘Western convert’ to Islam, ‘who is rooted emotionally in the culture and civilization of Islam’, and who considers herself as part of a community that sees new value in what faith-based belief systems can offer as a radical critique of global capitalism.


CHAPTER 1

The vanishing jihadist: bin Laden and the Arab revolutions

The assassinations of Osama bin Laden and Anwar al-Awlaki, the twists and turns in the Arab revolutions, rebranded as the Arab ‘Awakening’, and the bipolar positioning of these two struggles, serve as a useful starting point from which to explore the fragility of the binary construction of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ Muslims, particularly since 9/11 and the popularization of the rhetoric of the ‘war on terror’. Over the last decade, but not limited to this time, Muslims, the majority population in the Middle East and North Africa, now being re-formed through the Arab ‘Awakening’, have been categorized according to both their position on violence as a tool for revolutionary change and their compliance with the mantra of neoliberal social and economic progress. And, in this sense, bin Laden had always been an easy target that fitted the Orientalist stereotype of the crazed medieval Islamist disconnected from the fine nuances of modernity and progress. Good Muslims are expected to disassociate themselves from bin Laden’s violent jihad and struggle to implement reforms in their societies according to the narrative that liberalization of the region’s economies will finally allow the Muslim world to catch up with Western modernity. The category of bad Muslims, which has become rather heavily populated, includes, but is not limited to, all those who argue that a rupture from Western imperialist interests is necessary for progress and justice, and that this rupture necessitates violence to effect change, whether epistemic or actual. As I have discussed in the Introduction, the sliding measure of ‘badness’ has been elastic enough to include jihadists, Islamists and, on occasion, nationalists and leftists, as unsympathetic to freedom and universal concepts of liberalization. The Islamophobic trope has been an essential mechanism in culturizing this polarization between ‘good’ Muslims (who can establish governments whose interests collaborate with those of the United States, the European Union, the World Trade Organization, the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank and, of course, Israel) and ‘bad’ Muslims (who might reject economic imperialism and its accompanying homogenizing cultural and social programmes). Throughout this book I show evidence of how ‘good’ Muslims are familiarized as ‘people like us’1 and ‘bad’ Muslims are exoticized and demonized as enemies of civilization.

Though various anti-Orientalists discussed in this book, such as John Esposito, Faisal Devji and Olivier Roy, have played a vital role in explaining bin Laden’s version of jihad in socio-political, ethical and secular terms, it can be argued that the environment for hearing bin Laden has always been particularly static-prone. It is likely to remain as such while the CIA pores over bin Laden’s diaries and videos, collections of pornography and marijuana plants, leaking information which will further demonize him and his associates.2 This reinvention of bin Laden coincides with assertions that his methodology of radical violence has been shown to be ineffective by the ‘peaceful’ protests of Twittering youth ‘awakened’ to a new pan-Arab struggle, which hopefully will be compliant with American and European interests.

Recent responses to bin Laden’s death, from liberals to leftists, have unanimously claimed that he is now obsolete, and had been for some time. Gilles Kepel, for example, confidently declared in a New York Times op-ed that bin Laden was ‘already dead’ before his actual assassination since his message had already been replaced by secular uprisings (Kepel 2011). After Noam Chomsky’s controversial article in Guernica of 6 May 2011, which highlighted the hypocritical American stance in assassinating bin Laden, Chomsky was compelled to extrapolate in a longer piece on Znet (20 May 2011) in which he noted that bin Laden’s death meant less for the Arab world than the West since bin Laden ‘had long been a fading presence, and in the past few months was eclipsed by the Arab Spring’ (Chomsky 2011b). Likewise, earlier on Znet (6 May 2011) Tom Engelhardt argued that the Arab world had ‘largely left bin Laden in the dust even before he took that bullet to the head’, again because he had been replaced by ‘the massive, ongoing, largely nonviolent protests that have shaken the region and its autocrats to their roots’ (Engelhardt 2011). Mainstream Western media have been so keen to discern what Arabs think of bin Laden that the Guardian, the Irish Times, NPR and CNN all ran extensive pieces documenting Arab reactions to bin Laden’s death, issuing a collective sigh of relief that the Arab ‘Awakening’ will likely serve as a vent for the frustrations of Muslims who might otherwise turn to radicalism.

Faisal Devji’s July 2011 policy paper for the Conflicts Forum provides a useful point of entry to elaborate on key points that are discussed in detail throughout this book: first, that the jihad has become more relevant to Western societies, which perpetually define themselves in relation to an exotic Other, as evidenced in the wide range of appropriations discussed in this book in fiction, cultural theory and criticism; and second, that the arguments, or content, of bin Laden’s jihad did not begin or end with bin Laden but are part of an ongoing anti-imperialist narrative and global ethical movement, which, I argue, is evident in the discourse of the Arab uprising. It is the striking continuity of the narrative, rather than its disruption, that is often overlooked by commentators.

To begin with, Devji argues that

It is only the US public that continues to be mesmerised by Osama and his gang, which is appropriate enough given that they had always been a factor of America’s domestic politics. So the political use to which President Obama put Bin Laden’s killing was nothing more than a fulfilment of his predecessor’s strategy, which consisted of using fears about security to consolidate his power at the national level. (Devji 2011: 2)

I would add that, particularly over the past decade, Western fascination with the figure of the jihadist has been reflective of a culture of victimology and fear that has become foundational to the logic required for imperialist, Euro-American capitalist expansion. In this regard, the exotic figure of bin Laden and his affiliates, and sometimes an undefined group of Islamists, is the mechanism which has nurtured this culture of fear. The repetitive replaying of footage of an aged bin Laden viewing himself on video, combined with the footage of President Obama and his team watching bin Laden being illegally assassinated, the morbid celebrations over the death of bin Laden, and the grotesque Internet postings of fake corpse photos, reveal a perverse element of the ‘war on terror’ which verges on the necrophilic and pornographic. Devji notes the curious American specificity of this viewing:

Crucial about this reaction, after all, has been the fact that people around the world seemed interested in the event primarily because of the extraordinarily pugnacious public response it generated in the US, and not for any reason of their own. Thus even in countries like Britain and Spain, which not so long ago had themselves been the victims of Al-Qaeda’s militancy, there was little if any public demonstration of satisfaction at Bin Laden’s death, though it continued to be the subject of massive media coverage precisely as an element in American politics. (Devji 2011: 1)

In this sense, the American public have taken the position of voyeur to jihad in a ‘closed loop of perversion’ which enacts ‘not the desire to see and control so much as the drive to make oneself’ (Žižek 1999: 248, 175). In short the ‘pervert’ is carved out of the market system for a mass-customized consumer whose perverse desires are an expression of the order’s inherent transgression. As Žižek argues, ‘the deepest identification which holds a community together is not so much identification with the Law that regulates its normal everyday circuit as identification with the specific form of transgression of the Law, of its suspension’ (1992: 225). The celebration of bin Laden’s illegal assassination and the killing by proxy of American citizen Anwar al-Awlaki demonstrate this perverse celebration of the suspension of the law. Yet the gruesome lure of bin Laden’s demise is more than the utterance of a Wild West rhetoric, ‘we got him’, by President Obama,3 but the expression of a diabolical tendency in the American public to see itself, when convenient as a leader of the ‘international community’ frequently called in to persecute violators of law, and, when convenient, as an outlaw – as outside the law – as evidenced in the bin Laden and al-Awlaki assassinations. The amnesic public celebrates the violence inherent in its transgressions, while simultaneously and hypocritically conceiving of its Empire as a peaceful and benevolent force spreading prosperity and liberalism – economic and hegemonic – across the globe.

It is the latter self-conception that America presents of itself in the narrative of ‘the war on terror’, particularly evident in its response to the Arab ‘Awakening’. One major trend of Western media and Arab protestors is to package the revolutionaries and activists as peaceful in counterpoint to the violence of bin Laden and his radicals. Bin Laden had asserted that violence, including the right to kill oneself in killing the enemy, was an appropriate response to oppression and vowed to use violent means to rid the Muslim world of both its ‘near enemy’, its autocratic rulers, and its ‘far enemy’, the imperialist powers.4 To achieve these ends he approved of spectacular attacks on symbolic targets on Western soil, and attacks on oilfields and various symbols of imperial presence inside predominantly Muslim countries. To the contrary, the Arab revolution has been spun as a peaceful protest, with Tahrir Square, particularly, as an Arab version of Woodstock. Western support for the 2011 Arab revolutions has been tenuously and grudgingly granted as long as the protesters are ‘peaceful’. At the same time the West has virtually ignored the symbolic significance of the violent catalyst of these revolutions, the act of testimony by Mohamed Bouazizi, a Tunisian street vendor who set himself on fire on 17 December 2010, now hailed as a shahid throughout the Muslim world. Mohammed Ali Atassi has observed:

Did not Mohamed Bouazizi commit what – according to traditional Islamic law – is considered the most venal of all sins when he burned himself to inject life back into the veins of the Arab peoples after the tyrants had bled them almost dry? And yet the violation by Bouazizi of such a fundamental principle of traditional Islam was not enough to prevent millions of people from sympathizing with him and turning him into an icon and symbol of the current Arab revolution. (Atassi 2011: 34)

Likewise, did not bin Laden’s followers commit similar acts of shahid, despite condemnation from numerous Islamic scholars questioning the Islamicity of their actions, and were not they too, much to the distress of pacifist observers, hailed as icons to many across the Muslim world?5 While both adopted heterodox stances, bin Laden’s was considered shameful since he advocated killing others along with the self, while Mohamed Bouazizi killed only himself, making him a hero more acceptable to Western standards of martyrdom. Yet Bouazizi’s heterodox act did not prevent him being hailed as a shahid, and referred to as such throughout the Muslim world in a language eerily similar to bin Laden’s. Even President Obama must have noticed the striking methodological similarity, since he spoke at length to reframe it as difference in an extended commentary on Bouazizi and bin Laden in his 19 May 2011 speech on the Arab uprisings, ‘Moment of Opportunity’. On bin Laden, he claims

Bin Laden was no martyr. He was a mass murderer who offered a message of hate – an insistence that Muslims had to take up arms against the West, and that violence against men, women and children was the only path to change. He rejected democracy and individual rights for Muslims in favor of violent extremism; his agenda focused on what he could destroy – not what he could build.

Bin Laden and his murderous vision won some adherents. But even before his death, al Qaeda was losing its struggle for relevance, as the overwhelming majority of people saw that the slaughter of innocents did not answer their cries for a better life. By the time we found bin Laden, al Qaeda’s agenda had come to be seen by the vast majority of the region as a dead end, and the people of the Middle East and North Africa had taken their future into their own hands. (Obama 2011a)

After emptying bin Laden of intention, and setting him up as the perfect exoticized authoritarian jihadist, Obama eulogizes the saintly Bouazizi:

That story of self-determination began six months ago in Tunisia. On December 17th, a young vendor named Mohammed Bouazizi was devastated when a police officer confiscated his cart. This was not unique. It’s the same kind of humiliation that takes place every day in many parts of the world – the relentless tyranny of governments that deny their citizens dignity. Only this time, something different happened. After local officials refused to hear his complaints, this young man, who had never been particularly active in politics, went to the headquarters of the provincial government, doused himself in fuel, and lit himself on fire.

There are times in the course of history when the actions of ordinary citizens spark movements for change because they speak to a longing for freedom that has been building up for years. In America, think of the defiance of those patriots in Boston who refused to pay taxes to a King, or the dignity of Rosa Parks as she sat courageously in her seat. So it was in Tunisia, as that vendor’s act of desperation tapped into the frustration felt throughout the country. Hundreds of protesters took to the streets, then thousands. And in the face of batons and sometimes bullets, they refused to go home – day after day, week after week – until a dictator of more than two decades finally left power. (Obama 2011a)

It is quite remarkable how Obama appropriates Bouazizi by comparing him to American revolutionaries and civil rights activists. In this sense, he clearly incorporates the Arab revolt into an American narrative on the power of the individual in igniting change, and inaugurates the Arab protesters into the American tale of individualism, prosperity and the pursuit of happiness through the politics and economics of neoliberalism. By exoticizing bin Laden and familiarizing the good Muslims of the Arab revolts, Obama uses a practised postcolonial trope. This is explored in detail in the chapters that follow.

Another point worthy of consideration is that Obama’s accomplices and new-found allies in the dense political change sweeping the region, who may not measure up to the familiar and ‘non-violent’ Bouazizi, are conveniently ignored. For example, when he briefly mentions American involvement in Libya, he speaks of ‘a legitimate and credible Interim Council’, failing to mention that the chairman, Mustapha Abdul Jalil, Gaddafi’s ex-justice minister, has been criticized by Amnesty International for human rights violations, and Abd al-Hakim Belhaj, the commander of Tripoli’s Military Council, who spearheaded the attack on Muammar al-Gaddafi’s compound at Bab al-Aziziya, was a former commander of the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group (LIFG), an organization with historical links to al-Qaeda. As Douglas Kellner has noted, ‘media spectacles are subject to dialectical reversal as positive images give way to negative ones’ (2005: 78). In this case, Obama’s spectacle is operating in reverse as the negative transforms into the positive and his new, familiarized allies are emptied of their radical pasts. In fact, the ‘revolutionaries’ or ‘rebels’ in Libya freely speak of their armed and violent struggle as jihad, and Abdul Jalil has stated that he wants a civil state in Lybia with sharia as its major source of legislation.6

In fact, the narrative of non-violence that has accompanied the familiarization and reversal of the jihadists’ sacrificial tactics has been a major theme in how the revolutions have been packaged. The following comment by an Egyptian participant/blogger in the uprising is self-explanatory and worth quoting at length:

The revolution (like any other revolution) witnessed violence by the security forces that led to the killing of at least 846 protesters.

But the people did not sit silent and take this violence with smiles and flowers. We fought back. We fought back the police and Mubarak’s thugs with rocks, Molotov cocktails, sticks, swords and knives. The police stations which were stormed almost in every single neighborhood on the Friday of Anger – that was not the work of ‘criminals’ as the regime and some middle class activists are trying to propagate. Protesters, ordinary citizens, did that.

Other symbols of power and corruption were attacked by the protesters and torched down during the uprising. Revolutionary violence is never random. Those buildings torched down or looted largely belonged to Mubarak’s National Democratic Party.

In a number of provinces like in N Sinai and Suez, arms were seized by protesters who used them back against the police to defend themselves. State Security Police office in Rafah and Arish, for example, were blown up using RPGs, hand grenades and automatic rifles, while gas pipelines heading to Jordan and Israel were attacked.

Am I condemning this violence? Totally not. Every single revolution in history witnessed its share of violence. The violence always starts on the hands of the state, not the people. The people are forced to pick up arms or whatever they can put their hands on to protect themselves.

May all our martyrs rest in peace. Their blood will not go in vain. Revolution continues… (3arabawy 2011)

3arabawy makes a critical point: revolution is always violent; people protect themselves from state violence through violence and they are willing to die in the struggle. Yet, strangely, the Arab revolutions have been packaged as non-violent protests, intent on effecting change peacefully, antithetical to bin Laden’s radical message, and converging with Obama’s narrative of social progress.

In fact Obama’s speech demonstrates a crude rewriting of history as he articulates the reasons for the revolution as a lack of self-determination and blocks to economic and social progress, while failing to mention that these deterrents to freedom and justice were perpetrated by the very regimes his administration, and those before him, supported throughout the region. There is no mention of the debilitating effects of American foreign policy in the region, except a vague promise that they have learned their lesson, established democracy in Iraq and Afghanistan and so will now leave. What Obama does not mention is that the revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt demonstrate media savvy on the part of a new generation of Muslims, who clearly have learned lessons from the past decade when it comes to positioning any protest originating in Muslim-majority communities. All attempts by both Arab dictators and American and European media, in the early stages, to label the revolutions ‘Islamic’ failed, thanks to the youth who initiated the movement. This generation grew up with the rhetoric of the ‘war on terror’ and is familiar with the tenuous categorization of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ Muslims. It has lived in a world where simply being Muslim has become a highly contentious and visibly political stance and does not suffer from collective amnesia. One critical reality is that this revolution is not only a revolution against Arab dictators, but a revolution against the humiliation Muslims have faced in the post-9/11 global landscape. The Arab/Muslim people are not just enraged on account of political, social and economic oppression; they are also angry with their rulers’ complicity with imperialism, particularly American and Israeli. For example, Martin Scheinin, the UN special rapporteur on the protection of human rights, has detailed how Tunisia’s counterterrorism laws and policies played a central part in the former government’s crushing of political opposition and argues that the autocrats of the region were cooperative with the CIA’s controversial ‘extraordinary rendition program’. It is evident that the shameful and awkward baggage of the ‘war on terror’, particularly in North Africa, is coming to haunt the West.

In short, revolution has erupted from Muslim societies as a result of internal oppression and as a response to political, economic and cultural imperialism with which the post-9/11 youth are intricately familiar. And there is evidence that Muslims throughout the region are wary of America’s friendly overtures of assistance. The May 2011 issue of Perspectives, ‘People’s Power: The Arab World in Revolt’, offers a diverse collection of analysis from Arab participants in and commentators on the ongoing uprisings, and as such provides an intriguing counter-narrative to Obama’s mantra. For example, one such essay by Ramy Zurayk, ‘Feeding the Uprisings’, elaborates on the caution with which the Arabs are receiving the belatedly extended hand of assistance from the Americans:

One must learn here from the experience of Latin America where the US accepted and even supported the overthrowing of dictators. Instead, it fostered pseudo-democracies where political power is spread among a class of neo-liberal political elites closely associated with the global business sector.

In the Arab World, a strategy of this type would ensure that the ruling class continues to provide access to oil and minerals; and to markets wide open for manufactured goods among which food will continue to occupy the lion’s share. It will promote a neo-liberal economic environment that will cultivate capitalist market fundamentalism and a political and economic and cultural normalization with Israel. (Zurayk 2011: 124–5)

In this regard, the international community, including President Obama, seems to have missed the message – that this revolution is as much against its hypocritical and condescending manner of dealing with Muslim societies as it is against Mubarak, Ben Ali or Gaddafi. Instead, Obama’s speech delineates an intention to continue much of the same politics as before the revolutions began. He outlines a pragmatic plan for the continued spread of economic liberalism throughout the region, ensured by more loans from the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, the promise of relieving ‘a democratic Egypt’ of up to $1 billion in debt, and an Enterprise Fund to invest in Tunisia and Egypt. In other words, Obama initiates a critical intervention to save neoliberal discourses and US foreign policy with a series of corporate bribes. He seems not to have heard, at all, the criticisms of these policies which emanate from the uprisings themselves. Mouin Rabbani, for example, explains in ‘The Arab Revolts: Ten Tentative Observations’ how these very policies are the objects of the uprisings:

Many if not most Arab regimes are facing similar crises, which can be summarized as increasing popular alienation and resentment fuelled by neo-liberal reforms. These reforms have translated into growing socio-economic hardship and disparities as the economy and indeed the state itself is appropriated by corrupt crony capitalist cliques; brutalization by arbitrary states whose security forces have become fundamentally lawless in pursuit of their primary function of regime maintenance; leaders that gratuitously trample institutions underfoot to sustain power and bequeath it to successors of their choice – more often than not blood relatives; and craven subservience to Washington despite its regional wars and occupations, as well as increasingly visible collusion with Israel proportional to the Jewish state’s growing extremism. (Rabbani 2011: 10)

Intervening in an attempt to salvage American imperialism in the region, Obama utters a thinly veiled warning as to what Tunisia and Egypt, and other regimes, must do in order to ensure compliance with America’s directive: continued support for and protection of Israel and normalization of relations, and a pledge against the acquisition of nuclear weapons in reference to the growing power of Iran across the Arab world.

Perhaps most incredible is how Obama erases his own nation’s complicity in the conditions which fermented the revolutions in the first place, and his arrogance in continuing to reassert these very same conditions by focusing on the spontaneous nature of uprisings forged from an act of individual defiance. Though there is no doubt that youth such as Google executive Wael Ghonim, to whom Obama refers,7 played a crucial role in organizing popular demonstrations, the uprisings are the product of a cumulative evolution in response to policies and dictators cradled by the Obama administration and those before. The ignition struck from Bouazizi’s match, of which Obama speaks, was kindled from long-standing sentiment and organizing, growing from many years of smaller demonstrations and confrontations with security forces, from innumerable mass actions and interventions by trade unions, youth groups, women’s organizations and environmentalists, not to mention Islamist movements, including the jihadists’ radical militancy. In fact, it can be argued that the reasons cited by activists for the uprisings, though diverse in various regions, had been articulated by bin Laden himself throughout the preceding decades.

Though it cannot be argued that bin Laden’s messages were innovative or unique, one of his distinctive contributions was the collapsing of the near and far enemy and the globalization of the concept of jihad. As Euben and Zaman note, his various messages reveal ‘not a shift in focus from the domestic politics of Saudi Arabia to the dynamics of foreign power but rather the increasingly blurred boundary between the two’ (2009b: 431). Bin Laden’s assessment of Saudi society is intricately connected to his critique of Saudi cooperation with neo-imperialism. In ‘Declaration of War Against the Americans’, for example, he argues for both military operations in Saudi Arabia and economic boycotts against America as a dual strategy for liberation and notes how Saudi ‘is the world’s largest buyer of arms from the United States and the area’s biggest commercial partner with the Americans who assist their Zionist brothers in occupying Palestine’ (bin Laden 2009a: 449). Likewise, the Arab revolutions have focused on a reassessment of relations with Israel, particularly in Egypt and Tunisia, and the complicity with imperialism on the part of their leaders, whose fortunes rested safely in Western banks. Commenting on the uprisings, Fawaz Traboulsi summarizes the arguments of youth activists on the ‘contractual agreement’ between regimes and the American governments that was ‘concretized’ after September 2001, which ‘stipulated an adherence to the Western agenda in the region and protected Western interests in return for supporting the continuity of these regimes’ (Traboulsi 2011: 17). He argues that the transparency of this contract has been a major catalyst for the uprising, as the contract was based on

preserving the neo-colonialist order under the pretext of prioritizing and maintaining ‘security and stability’ – meaning, the security of American military bases, facilities, airports and ports; securing oil and gas pipelines; ensuring the continuous turnover of high returns on deposits; securing employment in Western economies and bonds in Western treasuries; and ensuring markets for Western exports. (2011: 18)

The similarities between these arguments and bin Laden’s convergence of Saudi domestic politics and the interests of the ‘far enemy’ are self-evident.

Bin Laden also focused on the economic impoverishment of the region, claiming, again in ‘Declaration of War Against the Americans’: ‘People are deeply concerned about their everyday living; everyone talks of the deterioration of the economy, inflation, ever-increasing debts, and jails full of prisoners’ (bin Laden 2009a: 439). These are the very same complaints that have dominated the discourse of the Arab revolutions. As Asef Bayat argues,

[T]he current neo-liberal turn has failed to offer most of them [college graduates] an economic status that could match their heightened claims and global dreams. They constitute the paradoxical class of ‘middle class poor’ with high education, self-constructed status, wider worldviews, and global dreams who nonetheless are compelled – by unemployment and poverty – to subsist on the margins of neo-liberal economy as casual, low paid, low status, and low skilled workers (as street vendors, sales persons, boss boys or taxi drivers), and to reside in the overcrowded slums and squatter settlements of the Arab cities. (Bayat 2011: 53)

This ‘middle class poor’ are the new proletariat of the Middle East, and at the heart of the revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt.

It is also interesting to note that the methodology used by the ‘middle class poor’ to organize was also used by bin Laden and al-Awlaki themselves: Internet and social networking. The growth of jihadist discourse has become a major concern for governments worldwide, with numerous websites being shut down daily. In 2009 al-Awlaki released ‘44 ways to support jihad’. Number 29 in his list, ‘wwwjihad’, describes how to become ‘internet mujahideen’:

The internet has become a great medium for spreading the call of Jihad and following the news of the mujahideen. Some ways in which the brothers and sisters could be ‘internet mujahideen’ is by contributing in one or more of the following ways:

• Establishing discussion forums that offer a free, uncensored medium for posting information relating to Jihad.

• Establishing email lists to share information with interested brothers and sisters.

• Posting or emailing Jihad literature and news.

• Setting up websites to cover specific areas of Jihad, such as: mujahideen news, Muslim POWs, and Jihad literature. (al-Awlaki 2009: 12)

Al-Awlaki’s bullet points serve as a blueprint for actions actually taken by young Tunisians and Egyptians in spearheading the revolutions. Through a series of interviews with bloggers and Internet activists, Doreen Khoury discusses the role social media played in organizing the community. Her interview with Ahmed Gharbeia describes how youth used social media:

The great conversation on the Internet that started on forums and mailing lists, and later became all encompassing on the blogosphere was crucial. Even our open-source events: they helped revolutionize the youth against an archaic, unjust, and inefficient system, or way of doing things. (Khoury 2011: 83)

However, Gharbeia and other bloggers are quick to point out that the Internet is a tool, not a source of revolution.

Many activists were introduced to activism and incorporated in the groups of activists by first making contact on the web. The Internet was a medium of theorising, campaigning, and organising. All in all it was a method of ‘activating’ the community. (Khoury 2011: 83)

Though the ideology differs, methodologically are not these youth, highly cognizant of the uses of social media as a tool for change, the inheritors of al-Awlaki’s call to become ‘internet mujahideen’? It is ironic that Obama lauds the use of the Internet by the youth of the uprisings, praising their adeptness and creativity, considering that al-Awlaki advised on the same strategy.

Even the language of the Arab ‘Awakening’ was contained in bin Laden’s messages. ‘Awakening’ evokes a nineteenth-century imaginary of Arab unity and reclaiming of identity as envisioned in 1938 by the Palestinian-British intellectual George Antonius in his famous book The Arab Awakening, which describes the Nahda – ‘Awakening’ – as a secular, literary and cultural renaissance, which pre-dated the populist Arab unity movement of the 1950s and 1960s. The original Nahda focused on constructing a collective identity and community, though bin Laden used the metaphor of awakening for his own purposes. In fact, bin Laden often emphasized his intention to jolt the masses from their slumber. In one of his most widely analysed speeches, ‘The Solution’, which addressed the American people on the occasion of the sixth anniversary of 9/11, bin Laden speaks at length about the debilitating effects of capitalism. He argues that capitalism and democracy had detrimentally affected people of Iraq and Afghanistan through war, the people of Africa through displacement, and mankind, in general, through global warming, and that despite the talk of democracy by Bush, Blair, Sarkozy and Brown, these figures displayed a ‘flagrant disregard for the intellects of human beings’. The ‘solution’, bin Laden argues, is for the American people, and the people of the world, to wake up from the not so sweet slumber of capitalism:

This is why I tell you: as you liberated yourselves before from the slavery of monks, kings, and feudalism, you should liberate yourselves from the deception, shackles and attrition of the capitalist system. …

The capitalist system seeks to turn the entire world into a fiefdom of the major corporations under the label of ‘globalization’ in order to protect democracy. (bin Laden 2007)

Here, bin Laden posits Western populations as victims of their political leaders and capitalism, living in a state of false consciousness, or slumber, under a false sovereignty. His call is international, and interestingly he assures his Western audience that as they managed to free themselves from the false consciousness of their religion through secularism, they could now transcend secular capitalism to engage in a greater morality by sharing in the utopian vision of Islam. Bin Laden even points to sources that would assist the audience in waking from its slumber – the works by Noam Chomsky on the ‘manufacturing of public opinion’ and Michael Scheuer’s explanation for the reasons for ‘the losing of your war against us’ (bin Laden 2007). In a 2009 statement he repeats this call for awakening, and refers to Mearsheimer and Walt’s book The Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy, arguing ‘it is time to free yourselves from fear and intellectual terrorism being practiced against you by the neoconservatives and the Israeli lobby’ (bin Laden 2009b).

The threat of Israel is a major, recurring theme in bin Laden’s messages, and the reality of this threat has become increasingly discussed in the discourse on the Arab uprisings. Thus far, the West feels insulated from the repercussions of the Arab ‘Awakening’, but it is unclear if this will remain stable if the ‘Awakening’ threatens the slumbers that sustain the nightmare of American imperialism in the region. A taste of what could happen was felt on 17 May 2011 when tens of thousands joined in protests called to commemorate the 63rd anniversary of the Palestinian Nakba. Israeli troops opened fire with live ammunition on protestors who demonstrated on Israel’s borders with Syria, Lebanon, the West Bank and Gaza. In all, sixteen people were killed and over 400 wounded. Meanwhile in Egypt the military-dominated regime sent troops and police, who fired tear gas, rubber bullets and live ammunition into the thousands who had assembled outside the Israeli embassy in Cairo in solidarity with the Palestinians. This type of ‘Awakening’, of course, was not welcomed warmly by President Obama, who two days later made this position clear in ‘Moment of Opportunity’:

As for Israel, our friendship is rooted deeply in a shared history and shared values. Our commitment to Israel’s security is unshakeable. And we will stand against attempts to single it out for criticism in international forums. But precisely because of our friendship, it’s important that we tell the truth: the status quo is unsustainable, and Israel too must act boldly to advance a lasting peace. (Obama 2011a)

The ‘shared history and shared values’ barely hide the Judeo-Christian alliance against Muslims of which bin Laden often spoke, and Obama’s threat to block Palestine’s bid for nationhood in the United Nations with his veto and cutting off $200 million in aid if the Palestinians insist on pushing forward is evidence that the position new Arab governments take on Israel will be a deciding factor in their relations with America. The one-line rebuke to Israel, ‘The status quo is unsustainable, and Israel too must act boldly to advance a lasting peace’, is presented as the advice of a friend in contrast to the firm hand of authority over Palestinians and the Arab nations struggling to be reborn. In a further speech delivered to AIPAC on 22 May Obama stated his unequivocal support for the security of Israel, justifying ‘why, despite tough fiscal times, we’ve increased foreign military financing to record levels’, and boasting of the Iron Dome anti-rocket system which protects Israel from attack. He praises Israel as an ally against Iran, Hezbollah, and Hamas, condemning any alliance between the PLO and Hamas, and pledges that a vote for an independent Palestinian state will not pass through the United Nations; he affirms, again and again, Israel’s right to defend itself, including, no doubt, against the unarmed protesters that gathered at its borders on 17 May. The speech refers to ‘a new generation of Arabs’ who are ‘reshaping the region’, slightly wistful for the days when ‘a just and lasting peace’ could be ‘forged with one or two Arab leaders’ (Obama 2011b). President Obama’s message is clear: as long as the protestors do not threaten imperial interests in the region, including Israel, they can be managed. Yet it seems the protestors are not as obedient as Obama would wish. An even more dramatic event occurred on 9 September 2011 with the attack on the Israeli embassy in Cairo. While many in Egypt have condemned the attack, Arab commentators are quick to point out that it was in response to the 18 August 2011 incident on the Egypt–Israel border, in which several Egyptian soldiers were killed. Obama’s response was decisive, with US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton ensuring that Egyptian Foreign Minister Mohamed Kamel Amr cooperated with the protection of the Israelis.

Though it has become common in academic discourse and in presidential addresses to argue that bin Laden is irrelevant to the Arab revolutions, it is evidently not so. His methods and messaging are present in the revolutions, but require a deconstruction of the methodology used to divide Muslims into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ post-9/11. The final bin Laden message, released shortly after his assassination, offered support for the Arab uprisings, noting that the region was at a ‘serious crossroads’ that offered a ‘great and rare historic opportunity to rise with the Ummah and to free yourselves from servitude to the desires of the rulers, manmade law, and Western dominance’ (bin Laden 2011). Obama’s ‘Moment of Opportunity’ attempted to spin a counter-narrative to bin Laden’s lingering, posthumous warnings.

In fact it has been argued that bin Laden’s assassination was directly connected to the Arab uprisings, particularly the instability facing Yemen. In the Spengler forum on Asia Times Online, Goldman argues that bin Laden ‘was crushed between the tectonic plates now shifting in the Muslim world’ (Goldman 2011). He claims that until the uprising the Saudi royal family preferred to allow some of its more radically inclined members to provide support to bin Laden on a covert basis in return for al-Qaeda’s de facto agreement to leave the Arabian peninsula in peace. While al-Qaeda had drawn funding from both Saudi and Iranian sources, with the advent of the Arab uprisings its activity tended to serve Iranian rather than Saudi interests, considering the instability in both Yemen and Bahrain, where Saudi Arabia has implicated Iranian involvement. With the destabilization of Yemen, such Saudi politics became obsolete as ‘In the slow-burning civil war in Yemen – a proxy war between Riyadh and Tehran – al-Qaeda acted as an Iranian ally’. Goldman argues that precisely because Saudi Arabia was a critical financial support base for al-Qaeda, Saudi intelligence, knowing the whereabouts of the recipients of their money, ‘called in that favour in Pakistan’ (Goldman 2011). The result was the assassination of bin Laden by American forces inside Pakistan.

Whether or not one considers bin Laden a casualty of the tectonic shift in the Middle East, it is evident that the tremors of this shift are just beginning to be experienced. Hamid Dabashi expresses optimism that we are at a crossroads of postcoloniality:

After Gaddafi’s speech on February 22, the discourse of postcoloniality as we have known it over the last two hundred years has come to an end – not with a bang but with a whimper. After that speech we need a new language – the language of postcoloniality, having had a false dawn when the European colonial powers packed and left, has just started. After forty-two years of unsurpassed banality and cruelty, [Gaddafi] is among the last vestiges of a European colonial destruction of not just world material resources but far more crucial of a liberated moral imagination. There are a number of these relics still around. Two of them have been deposed. But still the criminal cruelty and the identical gibberish of many more – from Morocco to Iran, from Syria to Yemen – are to be taught the dignity of a graceful exit, an ennobling silence. (Dabashi 2011)

Dabashi goes on to argue that what we are witnessing in the recent revolutions across the Arab world is a ‘deferred postcolonial defiance’, and that the liberation of the Arab states, particularly North Africa, from the oppressive remnants of postcolonialism will open ‘a new imaginative geography of liberation, mapped far from the false and falsifying binary of ‘Islam and the West’, or ‘the West and the Rest’. He rightly argues that this liberating geography goes far beyond the Arab and even the Muslim world:

From Senegal to Djibouti similar uprisings are brewing. The commencement of the Green Movement in Iran almost two years before the uprising in the Arab world has had far-reaching implications deep into Afghanistan and Central Asia, and today as far as China there are official fears of a ‘Jasmine Revolution’. (Dabashi 2011)

No doubt Dabashi’s observations are right on target, even predicted in the work of Edward Said and Frantz Fanon, who drew their extensive theories of postcolonialism largely from case studies on Palestine and Algeria. But one critical point needs to be added to Dabashi’s observations: political Islamism will, no doubt, play a defining role in the ‘new imaginative geography of liberation’ and has the historic opportunity of transforming the binary which has dominated Orientalist politics between ‘Islam’ and the ‘West’. The realities of the past decade have shown that a true contrapuntal discourse between the ‘West’ and Muslim societies cannot take place through the interpretations of Western Muslim interlocutors and academics alone, who are confronted with the dilemma of articulating the demands of Muslim societies to a rather secular and unsympathetic audience. As long as the category of bad Muslim remains so broad-based, and includes all Islamists from al-Qaeda to the Muslim Brotherhood in the same ferocious tribe, genuine engagement between Muslim and non-Muslim societies, and even between Muslim thinkers themselves, will not be fruitful, and the moment for Dabashi’s ‘new imaginative geography of liberation’ will once again be deferred.

On this point, Olivier Roy’s (2008) categorization of four major ideological players in the Middle East is particularly useful. These categories contain Islamists who ‘campaign for a political entity’ (51); ‘fundamentalists … who want to establish sharia law’ (51); jihadists who ‘undermine the pillars of the West’ (50) through symbolic targeted attacks; and cultural Muslims who advocate for ‘multiculturalism or community identity’ (50–51). Roy points out that the four movements often contradict each other, reflecting ‘a tension between deterrorialization and deculturation on the one hand, [terrorists and multiculturalists] and reterrorialization and acculturation … on the other [Islamists and fundamentalists]’ (2008: 51–2). Globalization carries with it both the desire to deculturate and become part of a more expansive and universal community, and the opposing desire to position identity and culture as paramount in the face of the homogenizing cultural effects of globalization. Thus, the real division is not between secularism and Islam, Roy argues, but between the forces pulling between deculturation, which takes the form of a universalism often associated with secularism and global capitalism, and acculturalization, which argues for a delinking from the universal of globalized liberalism and a revival of indigenous knowledge. It is this natural dialectical process that best explains the current tensions within Muslim and numerous other societies. Roy argues that the differences between the Islamist groups and nationalist ones, such as Fatah and Hamas, for example, are not ideological; nor can the alliances between Hezbollah and Aoun’s Christians in Lebanon be explained by maintaining the conservative binary of a secular and religious divide. In fact, the tolerance of Islamist movements has been demonstrated by nationalist intellectuals in Egypt and Pakistan, as they both define and defend social and cultural norms and mobilize popular support. Roy succinctly concludes: ‘In short, there are countless examples, but nowhere in the Middle East is there a war with Islamists on one side and the secular democrats on the other, whereas media debates in Europe give the impression that this is the main difference’ (2008: 60).

It is interesting to note, for example, that the first three of Roy’s groups are all cast in the discourse on the ‘war on terror’ as ‘bad’ Muslims, with no differentiation between them. This construction of a rather large group of ‘bad’ Muslims is a fabrication that endlessly defers a genuine engagement with arguments originating in Muslim-majority countries – claims that Islamic ethics can indeed offer an alternative or an ‘oppositional politics’. In this regard, Alastair Crooke’s Resistance: The Essence of the Islamist Revolution (2009) is a unique and valuable contribution as it concentrates on systematically analysing the philosophical, ethical, cultural, religious, economic, psychological, national and political values of Islamism. Crooke focuses on philosophical and ethical differences between Islamism and Western traditions which have been translated into operational politics by a number of powerful personalities, including Sayyed Qutb, Mohammed Baqer al-Sadr, Musa al-Sadr, Ali Shariati, Sayyed Mohammad Hussein Fadallah, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah and Khaled Mesha’al. Crooke argues that Islamists seek to recuperate an alternative consciousness – one drawn from its own intellectual traditions that would stand in opposition to the Western paradigm. For Crooke the Islamist revolution is much more than politics; it is an attempt to shape a new consciousness – arguably, a postcolonial consciousness.

It is interesting to note that parallels have recently been drawn between the Arab revolutions and the Eastern European, Central and South American revolutions in the 1980s. We should recall, however, that moves towards democracy throughout Central and South America were deeply engaged with Catholic liberation theology. In Brazil, for example, religious institutions played a key part in its transition, and the Workers’ Party (PT), which currently holds power, was formed in 1978 as a union between labour agitators, religious activists from the Catholic Church and human rights groups. Likewise, the revolutions of 1989 in Eastern Europe can be traced to Poland where, throughout the mid-1980s, Lech Walesa’s Solidarity Movement was solidly supported by the Catholic Church. So, why are Western commentators so anxious about the role of Islamist coalitions in the Arab revolutions? There is evidence in Egypt and Tunisia that the people, having come this far, will not accept the replacement of one dictator with another, compliant with American interests, and are eager to explore diverse alliances which include political Islamists. In Egypt the Muslim Brotherhood has become a vocal part of this negotiating process. In Tunisia Rashid Ghanooshi’s Al-Nadha Party has been legalized and has won a large number of seats in the elections. The situation in Libya is much more complex because of the absence of a strong civil society due to the extreme suppression of Islamism of all sorts by Gaddafi. For this reason Libya runs a greater risk of falling prey to the agendas of more radical Islamist and jihadist factions. Certainly we can predict that any acts of violence or bigotry by splinter groups of radical Islamists in the region are bound to be highlighted as evidence that Muslims are simply too medieval and infantile to determine the destinies of their own societies.

The debate between Orientalists and anti-Orientalists, which is explored in more depth in Chapters 2 and 3, is also evident in the discourse on the Arab revolutions. For example, Thomas Friedman’s 1 March 2011 column in the New York Times is an Orientalist text par excellence. Friedman outlines five ridiculous reasons for the Arab revolutions, which include: the inspiration of President Obama, particularly as exemplified in his Cairo speech; the ability of Arabs to see their world through Google Earth and realize that some of their homes are smaller than others and therefore become aware of the inequalities; the democratic example of Israel, whose former prime minister, Ehud Olmert, had to resign because he was accused of ‘illicitly taking envelopes stuffed with money from a Jewish-American backer’; the fact that China got the Olympics and the Arab world didn’t, generating a case of envy for development; and the new form of responsible government introduced to the Middle East in the past three years by Palestinian prime minister Salam Fayyad (Friedman 2011a). Friedman’s reasons are so far-fetched that at first the reader may mistake his Orientalism for irony due to the absence of the obvious reasons for the revolutions, related to corruption, exploitation and imperialism, as discussed in the works of Arab activists throughout this chapter. But, unfortunately, Friedman’s Orientalism is shocking simply because it is transparent and becomes even more so in the columns that follow the developments of the revolutions. For example, he articulates explicitly the pragmatism with which America has approached the revolutions: ‘We don’t want the Arab democracy rebellions to stop, but no one can predict how they will end. The smart thing for us and Israel to do is avoid what we can’t manage, and manage what we can’t avoid’ (Friedman 2011c). And of course he warns of Islamist extremism in the absence of Arab autocrats to keep them at bay:

These Arab regimes have been determined to prevent any civil society or progressive parties from emerging under their rule. So when these regimes break at the top, the elevator goes from the palace straight to the mosque. (Friedman 2011b)

These warnings are repeated with the prediction that if the Muslim Brotherhood wins a plurality in Egypt’s elections they ‘could inject restrictions on women, alcohol, dress, and the relations between mosque and state’ (Friedman 2011d). And as Friedman prepares for the inevitable onslaught of Islamism, crediting the deposed Arab autocrats of ‘holding together multiethnic/multireligious societies’, albeit with an ‘iron fist’, he advises that since such alliances have now broken down, ‘hope for the best, prepare for anything’ (Friedman 2011e).

To the contrary, the anti-Orientalists, aware of the overt Islamophobia generated over the past decade through Friedman and his allies, attempt to assuage these fears by erasing the presence of Islamism from the Arab revolutions. Olivier Roy, for example, attempts to curtail the concerns over the revolutions turning Islamist, but makes a similar claim as President Obama regarding Bouazizi’s act of sacrifice:

The young Tunisian street peddler who triggered the revolt by publicly burning himself reminds us of the Vietnamese Buddhist monks in 1963 or of Jan Palach in Czechoslovakia in 1969 – an act of precisely the opposite nature from the suicide bombings that are the trademark of present Islamic terrorism.

Even in this sacrificial act, there has been nothing religious: no green or black turban, no loose white gown, no ‘Allah Akbar,’ no call to jihad. It was instead an individual, desperate, and absolute protest, without a word on paradise and salvation. (Roy 2011a: 52)

Further to this he argues that although the Islamists have not disappeared, they have become ‘democrats’ or retired from political life into private religiosity, and that the mass populations of the Middle East are ‘post-Islamist’ (2011a: 53). In ‘The Paradoxes of the Re-Islamicization of Muslim Societies’ Roy clarifies that post-Islamism is related to the individualization of religiosity, largely the result of the failure of Islamist politics, questioning of the ulama and the reconstruction of Islam by youth on the Internet:

Religion (theological corpus) did not change, but religiosity (the way the believer experiences his or her faith) did, and this new religiosity, liberal or not, is compatible with democratization because it unlinks personal faith from collective identity, traditions, and external authority. The usual religious authorities (ulema, or Islamist leaders) have largely lost their legitimacy in favor of self-appointed, and often self-taught, religious entrepreneurs. Young born-agains have found their own way by surfing on the Internet or joining local groups of peers: very critical of the cultural Islam of their parents, they have tried to construct their own brand of Islam. … Religion has become more and more a matter of personal choice. (Roy 2011b)

However, in his intention of quelling the fear of Islamism, Roy fails to note that the three factors he mentions are all directly relevant to the impact of bin Laden over the past decade. As I have noted in this chapter, bin Laden often opposed the dictates of the ulama and was rejected by the majority of Islamists and the ulama alike as he voiced concerns about their relevance. Further, his and al-Awlaki’s insistence that young people discover the ‘truth’ about Islam by using the Internet reverberated not only in his messages, but in the ensuing Orientalist discourse that placed severe restrictions on radical discourse on the Internet. My point is not to argue that bin Laden is in any way responsible for the Arab revolutions, but to highlight that in the highly politically charged field of Islam, in the battle between Orientalists and anti-Orientalists, the Islamists and jihadists, grouped together as ‘bad’ Muslims, are either put in the forefront of the debate on the future of Middle Eastern societies (Orientalists) or allocated to the back of the room (anti-Orientalists). In the end, anti-Orientalists, sometimes inadvertently, end up in agreement with President Obama’s diagnosis, declaring that the revolutions are evidence of the failures of ‘bad’ Muslims to offer alternatives, and close the door on the continuity of a reasoned radical critique.

I have argued that although bin Laden can be viewed as a ‘casualty’ of the Arab uprisings, he was hardly irrelevant, as his strategies of sacrifice and Internet warfare have been critical methodologies for the uprisings. Further, his messages, though not unique to bin Laden, are echoed in the discourse of activists of the Arab uprisings. The al-Qaeda (2011) statement on bin Laden’s death promises that ‘Sheikh Osama did not build an organization that will die with his death and leave with his departure.’ Though many theorists have claimed that al-Qaeda is merely clamouring to catch up with the revolutions it was largely left out of, I have argued that bin Laden’s methods and messages have been present in the revolutions, but that the categorization of discourse into ‘good’ and ‘bad’, secular and religious, and the processes of familiarization versus exoticization, present a formidable challenge for analysts and scholars in understanding the complexities, continuities and discontinuities of the narratives of liberation coming out of the Middle East and North Africa. It is the unfortunate division of existing interpretive communities, that either essentialize Islam and place it centre-stage or make it vanish in their discourse on narratives by or about Muslims, that is largely responsible for this deep scar on the body of Muslim discourse. It is to this genealogy that this book now turns in the hope of tracing backwards the development of this disjuncture by exploring the cultural configurations of the jihadist.
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