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Introduction


This book is a contribution to a long history of critical writing against the dominance of the capitalist–colonialist–domesticating world order. Like most such critiques, it emanates from seeing in the latter an increasingly destructive global order marked by excessive instrumentalisation, exploitation and degradation of the human and non-human environments. It is an order riddled with unacceptable but also, importantly, avoidable forms of inequality, injustice and marginalisation. This book is concerned with the way critical writing aims to weave oppositional concerns (anti-politics) with a search for alternatives (alter-politics): alternative economies, alternative modes of inhabiting and relating to the earth, alternative modes of thinking and experiencing otherness. If the book privileges alter-politics over oppositional politics, it is not because the ‘alter’ moment is more important than the ‘anti’. It is because, as will be argued, critical anthropological thought has a specific affinity with the alter moment, and because a concern for and an emotional investment in an alter-politics has been less prevalent.


Since the 1960s there has been a gradual realisation in radical and critical thought that the oppositional spirit and politics that marked anti-capitalist, anti-racist and anti-colonial struggles throughout the world suffered from a fundamental weakness. While sometimes successfully overturning the political orders they were ‘anti’ about, they have been less successful in structurally integrating into their anti-politics an alternative to the realities they have overturned. Whether in the experience of ‘really existing communism’ or that of the societies borne out of anti-colonial struggles, there was an increased realisation that an ‘anti-politics’ concerned with the overthrow of existing orders needed to be supplemented with an equally vibrant and passionately ‘alter-political’ thought capable of capturing the possibilities and laying the grounds for new modes of existence.


The question of ‘political passion’ is crucial in this conception of the alter-political. Part of the argument that emerges from the pieces that make up this book is that the historical dominance of anti-politics over alter-politics has partly come to be because the former is where radical political passion has been mostly directed. This does not simply mean that political passion needs to be equally directed towards alter-politics. It also means that this passion itself needs to be a radically different kind of political passion once so directed. It is this ‘alter-political passion’ for which I strive to create a space throughout the work. Again, the question is not to oppose anti-political and alter-political passion but to make room for the coexistence of both. The book aims less to reflect on what such an alter-political passion ought to be—although it does so in Part III—than to present texts that exemplify the way anti- and alter-political passion are woven into critical concerns. This is done particularly in Part IV.


Perhaps this is more the case for social scientists than for academics in the humanities, but it is easy to forget or ignore how productive political passion is. It could be that such a bracketing is more symptomatic of the social sciences because it is impossible to talk about political passion without talking about oneself and one’s own emotions. This might also explain why feminism has been so much more successful than other forms of critical thought in this way. Likewise feminist critique was the first at articulating passion to an alter-politics.6 ‘The personal is political’ always meant that the ‘personal is alter-political’ just as much as that the ‘personal is anti-political’.


I was asked some time ago to write a short piece celebrating the 100th volume of the academic journal Thesis Eleven.1 The journal’s title refers, of course, to Karl Marx’s famous Eleventh Thesis on Feuerbach, which succinctly declares that ‘philosophers have only interpreted the world, the point is to change it’.


No sooner had I received the journal’s invitation than I surprised myself by remembering my first encounter with its first issue. It was in 1981, and I was in my Honours year at Macquarie University in Sydney, writing a thesis on the 1970s’ wave of left-wing European terrorism (mainly the Italian Brigate Rosse and the German Baader-Meinhof Red Army Faction). It was the period when I considered myself a ‘hardcore Marxist’. I’ll leave it to the reader to imagine what this actually meant.


In my thesis, I argued that European terrorism was the direct child of the European wave of left-wing voluntarism of the 1960s as it was manifested in theory. I did so by opposing lots of quotations from Sartre and Marcuse with lots of quotations from Marx, Lenin and Trotsky. The ‘Left’, I argued—and I am no longer sure who I had in mind when I said ‘Left’—has failed to internalise Marx’s historical materialism and transform it from a theory that remains external to us into what I called a ‘genuinely historico-materialist consciousness’ that grounds us in the historical flow of the real movement of life, and governs the very way we think and formulate questions of theory and politics. If only this could happen, I opined, all the problems would be solved and the rise of a genuine revolutionary movement would take place. All thanks to me and my Honours thesis.


I am dwelling on all this to say how much Marx’s Eleventh Thesis on Feuerbach was part of my everyday common sense. If I laugh at my sense of self-importance at the time, I am nonetheless full of admiration at how I imagined that myself and my writing were always connected to the real political processes that I felt were shaping the world. The fusion of the intellectual and the political went without saying for me and for many others around me. What intellectual position one took was perceived to have a serious impact on the fate of the universe. I don’t think I will surprise anyone who evolved intellectually in the shadow of Marxist thought during that time if I say that, in such milieus, friendships were made and unmade according to whether one believed in the primacy of the relations of production or the primacy of the productive forces. And as far as I was concerned, I was writing and making revolution. The fact that I was just writing an Honours thesis never stopped me from fantasising that millions of people were going to read my work and that the world before and after my thesis would not be the same.


Over the years, and again like many others, I gradually began distancing myself from what I came to see as a naïve over-politicisation of academic thought. I came to see this, with Bourdieu-ian/Weberian eyes, as a ‘proletaroid’ tendency.2 As Bourdieu would have it, the logic of friend/enemy that pervades politics is not so easily compatible with the logic of academic inquiry. What’s more, as he puts it: ‘Good politics does not necessarily produce good sociology.’


I recently re-read a famous little piece that made the radical Marxist philosophical rounds in the early 1980s, Lucio Colletti’s ‘Marxism: Science or revolution?’3 The piece argued so beautifully how Marxism can be and indeed simply is at the same time a science of society and a revolutionary theory. When I first read it, Colletti’s piece was poetry to my ears. Today when I read it, it sounds like just that: poetry … of the bad kind. It operates in the very way Marx defines one of the functions of ideology to be. It reconciles at the level of thought what cannot be anywhere near so easily reconciled in practice.


Over time I have come to relate to this unproblematised fusion of the academic and the political as a form of academic infantile omnipotence: serious self-delusion is needed to believe that one’s thinking is capable of so much. Besides, how academically arrogant is it to believe that it is up to philosophers to change the world? It would be already quite an achievement if they managed to do a good job interpreting it. Yet, for all that, I would be lying if I said that the political did not continue to lure me, attract me and breathe life into my writing. Likewise, I continuously notice among university students that it is reasonably impossible for a young person to get excited about an arts degree without being political. One can go as far as saying that, except for a small minority, a passion for the political constitutes the very ground on which enthusiasm for the humanities and social science can take place.


This leads me to think that perhaps one needs to see the political in social theory in the way Freud saw sexuality. For Freud, as is well known, sexuality is everywhere. Our mature behaviour is shaped not by the fact that it is not permeated by sexuality, but rather by the various degrees of subtlety and intensity with which we repress it, express it, structure it and negotiate its presence within our subjectivity. It seems to me that we can equally make the case of saying that in the humanities and the social sciences the political is the stuff of passion and desire, and like sexuality it permeates critical social thought. It is what constitutes the very libidinality of our academic engagement with social life. Consequently, the aim of writing cannot be to negate this passion. Repressing it and making it invisible—a kind of passion for ‘passionless-ness’—is actually what distinguishes conservative, ‘scientistic’ rather than scientific, social science. The passion for the political might need to be repressed at times, but this is neither the only strategy available to deal with it, nor is it a recommendable strategy for all times and places. Dealing with it is an art of finding productive ways of expressing, channelling and weaving it into one’s writing. Throughout the book, I juxtapose my academic writing, in the form of appendixes, with some of my more public/interventionist writings. In doing so I am hoping to exemplify the variety of ways political passion is externalised, directed and negotiated.


The texts that make up the work concern two geographic regions and fields of inquiry that have continuously occupied me, and in which I have invested a lot of my intellectual and political passion: Australia, both in its specificity and as a case of the more general tendencies that exist throughout the Western world; and the Middle East, particularly Israel/Palestine. The themes I have analysed in all these spaces have largely been the same: nationalism, colonialism, intercultural relations and modes of belonging. However, since the late twentieth century, it has also become apparent that both regions are animated by similar social processes. Besides the question of the alter-political and the negotiation of political passion, this is another more substantive line of inquiry and set of questions that also animates the whole book: why has it become increasingly the case that certain social, cultural and political tendencies in one region—be it Australia, Europe, the United States or Israel/Palestine—seem to be relevant in the other? What structural similarities exist between the two areas that allow for this almost effortless transfer of insights? In answering such questions I am also trying to define what it is that one needs to direct one’s anti- and alter-political passion towards today. The most explicit answer is given in Part I. I call it the globalisation of the late colonial settler condition.


This concept began to come to the fore in early 2006 while I was interviewing a Lebanese Australian man, Marwan, not long after the infamous Cronulla riots of mid-December 2005. Images of the racist white crowd violently encircling those lone Third World–looking/Lebanese bodies was still fresh in both my and my informant’s memories and were infused with the emotional intensity of a battlefield. We were discussing the ‘revenge’ counter-attacks in which Marwan and some of his Lebanese friends engaged following the events and the way they were portrayed by the media. In the process we came to talk about the role of the populist right-wing journalists in propagating anti-Muslim/Lebanese sentiments. We began to talk in particular about Alan Jones (a radio broadcaster, and what is known in Australia as a radio shock jock) and Piers Akerman (a commentator and columnist for Sydney tabloid the Daily Telegraph). This is when Marwan began talking about Zionist conspiracies.


I kept a straight face and nodded when he said, ‘Mate, Alan Jones is a Zionist. Akerman is a Zionist … they all go on special visits to Israel. The Israelis look after them and they pay back by working hard on making everyone hate us …’ But I couldn’t help revealing a smile when he continued, ‘You’re naïve if you think that the Zionists miss a chance of turning people against Arabs. And so, if you ask me, the mob in Cronulla, they were all influenced by Zionists or Zionists themselves …’


The thought of all those surfie boys on an Australian beach as Zionists was hilarious to me. I managed with some difficulty to stop myself from laughing, but I was smiling what clearly revealed itself to be a condescending smile. It was unprofessional of me, and Marwan was rightly offended. He prides himself on being well informed and an avid reader, and he is way beyond being intimated by anybody or anything that threatens his firm beliefs. It also helps that he is a very solidly built bricklayer twice my size. ‘Yes, go ahead and laugh, Mr Professor, you’re a fucking idiot like the rest of them,’ he said, looking me straight in the eyes.


As an anthropologist I should have treated my informant with more respect, and I felt guilty. Perhaps what happened afterwards was spurred on by this guilt, but following the encounter—and despite my dismissive behaviour—the thought of a relation between the Cronulla event and Zionism lingered in my head, and the more I thought about it, the more I started to think that this had inadvertently become an invitation to think through more clearly the relation between my interest in Western nationalism, multiculturalism and racism, and my interest in the Israeli–Palestinian question. Was it not also the case that Western countries made a particularly spectacular effort at ignoring, if not at actively repressing, the obvious effect their support for Israel had on the Muslims’ truncated sense of belonging to the various Western countries to which they emigrated? Thus, the Cronulla events became the nodal point around which I crystallised my reflections on the nature of this relationship.


Needless to say, I did not take the relationship seriously in the sense of Marwan’s ‘Zionist conspiracy in Cronulla’. My thoughts were pointing in the direction of the two sharing some common features or structures. Yet, on the face of it, this sounded almost as ludicrous as any Zionist conspiracy thesis. After all, what could the crowd in Cronulla share in common with Zionism? The latter is a European Jewish nationalist movement that is today embodied by a Middle Eastern settler state acting in its name. Cronulla was a fleeting event on a beach in Australia in which a primarily white Anglo-Celtic crowd came into being, acted out a certain politics, then dissipated.


Perhaps what initially made the thought further linger in my mind was the vague sense of an analogy at the level of my own subjective imaginary between the way I think of the Israeli state ‘encircling’ and ‘destroying’ Palestinians and the image of the Cronulla crowd encircling that lone Lebanese guy and going for him. This was very thin indeed as far as social scientific evidence goes. But, as I said, it is what made the thought linger in the back of my mind, not what sustained it as a serious analytic proposition. What did sustain it analytically was an idea that slowly solidified itself in my mind: despite their radical differences, Zionist politics since the creation of the Israeli state and the Cronulla crowd are/were both manifestations of assertive mono-culturalism. Zionism has been so for a long time, while assertive white colonial or post-colonial politics in the West re-emerged, after an absence, towards the end of the twentieth century. Interestingly, in terms of skin colour and the cultural provenance of its Jewish population, Israel is, as much as Australia, Canada or Britain, a multicultural society. But it is also a white society in the sense I have used whiteness to denote the dominance of a white colonial fantasy in White Nation, involving a spatially empowered white modern First World self facing a Third World–looking other.4 Zionism remains very much grounded in this fantasy. It encourages all of the Jewish population of Israel and beyond, despite its ‘multiculturality’, to face the Palestinian ‘Third World–looking other’ with this shared fantasy of white colonial supremacy.


It is noticeable that, at the height of the liberal multicultural era of the 1970s and 1980s, when Western states were all becoming committed to various forms of cultural pluralism, Israel was always perceived as the acceptable state of exception. At that time, for the United Kingdom to perceive itself as an Anglo-Saxon or Anglo-Celtic or white European state, or for France to conceive of itself as such or as a Catholic state, would have been unthinkable. And if either of them did so, it would have put them outside what was acceptable in a cosmopolitan and cultural pluralism–oriented late modernity. Israel’s conception of itself as a ‘Jewish state’ was not seen in the same light. It was and still is considered to be neither archaic nor unacceptable.


But something quite fundamental happened in the late twentieth century with the globalisation of a new wave of paranoid white nationalism,5 when the anti-multicultural tide started to take hold and the politics of white restoration grew, along with the need to affirm ‘American’, ‘Australian’ or ‘European’ values. Rather than being seen as the state of exception, Israel started to look as if it was the model of what certain dominant forces in the West, at least subliminally, aspired to be. The Israeli ethos of a besieged white colonial settler society—‘We need to assert ourselves politically, militarily and culturally because we are surrounded by barbarians and they are out to get us …’—started to take serious hold in the generalisation of the Western conception of the self. It is in this sense that we can begin to speak about the globalisation of a white colonial settler condition. Note that this is not about Australia, Canada or the United States being themselves colonial settler societies forged around the decimation of an indigenous other. The globalisation of the colonial settler condition involves a different colonial settler formation that intersects with and might feed on the first, but is nonetheless distinct. It is one constructed around the now well-known global figure of otherness: ‘the Muslim’. Indeed, since 9/11, Bali and the Madrid and London bombings, Israel and the rest of the West were increasingly portrayed to be sharing the same enemy. It was suddenly as if there was now something in common in the global Western imaginary between the ‘Muslim’ Palestinians struggling to regain their homeland, the ‘Muslim’ who destroyed the World Trade Center and assassinated its occupants, and the ‘Muslim’ Lebanese boys being a nuisance on Cronulla Beach.


Part I of the book expands on the nature of this globalisation of the colonial settler condition. While chapter 1 delves further into the paranoid and authoritarian structures that permeate this social formation as they wed the various features of the neo-liberal tide, chapter 2 is more concerned with the way the experience of crisis is transformed in such an environment, from an opening heralding the possibility of social change to a closure intimating the very opposite: a permanent state of impasse. The chapter finishes by arguing that such conditions contribute to extinguishing the everyday ‘Hegelian spirit’ that animates oppositional politics and reinforcing the imperative of weaving an alter-politics into oppositional thinking.


Part II develops the way critical thinking, and critical anthropology in particular, can contribute to think the alter-political moment. Chapter 3 examines the importance of ‘the ‘ontological turn’ in anthropology in re-centring the radical and critical alter-political ethos that has been part of the discipline since its inception, and which can be summarised in the formula: we can be other than what we are. Chapter 4 develops the way this anthropological ethos needs to be woven into the Marxist and neo-Marxist oppositional tradition in refiguring a critical social science, particularly within the context of the social upheavals of the Arab world.


Part III, as already mentioned, highlights the importance of the question of political emotions and passion in conceiving of the alter-political moment. Chapter 5 shows the complexity entailed by an anthropology of political passion when taking into account the political passions of the anthropologist him- or herself. Chapter 6 is a critique of Negri and Hardt’s positing of Fanon’s politics as an example of alter-political strategising. The chapter argues that Fanon’s example highlights a situation where alter-politics is argued for intellectually while political passion remains firmly located in an oppositional political fantasy.


Part IV offers a series of pieces exemplifying the way the alter-political can be written into critical theorising. Chapters 7 and 8 examine the difficulty of keeping the possibility of ‘another relationality’ alive in thinking resistance to Israeli colonialism. Chapter 9 also highlights the importance of thinking of ‘other relationalities’—other modes of existence—when engaging in the critique of racism. Chapter 10 develops a conception of ‘realist utopia’ in relation to ecological politics with the help of an ontologically oriented anthropology. In conclusion, Chapter 11 begins by reflecting on a personal experience of negotiating my own belonging to both the Middle East and Australia, to offer a general alter-politics of belonging to the poisonous colonial settler form of territorialism that saturates today’s world.





Part I





1


The globalisation of the late colonial settler condition


I think it was Zygmunt Bauman who once observed that if in modernity the First World showed the Third World an image of its future, in post-modernity the opposite is occurring. This observation often comes to mind as I find myself increasingly noting the emergence of new social, cultural and political phenomena not only in Australia but also elsewhere in the West that remind me of Lebanese society as it evolved before and during the Lebanese civil war (1975–91).


It is good to recall that most Marxist analysts of pre-war capitalist Lebanon used to argue that the country’s economy was warped and underdeveloped because of the relative weakness of its industrial sector relative to the ‘tertiary sector’, which referred to commerce, banking, services and tourism. Today most Western countries have undergone a severe process of de-industrialisation and their economies are characterised precisely by this imbalance. I don’t want to take this analogy too far (it clearly has no place for the role of the mining sector in the Australian economy, for instance), and I am aware that it is very limited and can even be considered superficial. But at the same time I think the basis for such an analogy is real and that it can account for some important similarities.


Take the rise in flashy consumption and the display of wealth that Australia has witnessed in the last thirty years or so. This used to be a far more salient characteristic of the local bourgeoisie in Lebanon than in Australia in the mid-1970s when I first arrived. But this is no longer the case. The fact that exhibitionist bourgeois culture is historically associated with mercantilist and speculative rather than industrialist capitalism goes a long way towards explaining this. To begin with, merchants, bankers and speculators don’t need to reinvest their profits in their enterprise to the same degree that industrialists do, so they usually have a lot more money (‘surplus profit’) left for personal consumption. Furthermore, having their houses, their offices, their cars and themselves looking ‘shiny’ is part of the way merchants, bankers and speculators do business: their facade is part of their assets, or, in Bourdieu-ian terms, their investment in cultural capital is part of the process of maximising their economic capital. It is less so in the case of industrial capitalists.


There is another burgeoning resemblance in this domain, at least as far as Australia is concerned. It is a well-established feature of mercantile/speculative capitalist societies that merchants, bankers, land developers and so on—more so than industrialists—often aim to have themselves or their direct representatives, usually lawyers, elected to parliament to control legislation that is of concern to them. More generally, the state as a legislating body is perceived to be itself less an arbiter between different capitalist interests and more a part of the ‘means of production’ that investors vie to control. This leads to a parliamentary culture in which corruption is more prevalent. And so, in this domain as well, it can be said that the Lebanese parliament of the 1960s was already showing Australian state and federal parliaments an image of their future.


One could make many other comparisons in this domain. There is, however, one broad resemblance that I consider particularly significant and that I want to examine in this chapter. It is the way the dominant political culture of the Lebanese Christians in their attitudes and later in their war against ‘the Muslims’ in Lebanon in the twentieth century offers the West an image of the increasingly dominant political culture that prevails within it today. The likeness between the two struck me in early 2004. At the time, I was on leave at the American University of Beirut and I was reworking parts of my PhD thesis for publication purposes. I had finished writing my thesis in 1987. It was about Lebanese Christians and how they evolved into a warring community from the rise of Lebanese capitalism in the eighteenth century until and during the early part of the Lebanese civil war. Curiously, I began noting that parts of my analysis of this Christian warring culture were actually pertinent to understanding the transformations of the Western culture of national ‘worrying’ that I started examining in my work Against Paranoid Nationalism.1


In my thesis, I had pointed to the similarity between the warring ethos of the Lebanese Christians and that of white South Africans during the Apartheid years, as well as that of the Zionists in Israel. All three, I argued, shared a perception of themselves as a kind of advanced post of Western civilisation in the Third World. All were animated by variations on the sense of a civilising mission, and all felt that the centrifugal/expansionary/colonial (ideological or territorial) propelling motor that stirred them had come to a halt. It is this sense of a stalled expansionist force that allows us to characterise them as late colonial settler social formations. They were animated by a culturally defensive ethos. They felt themselves surrounded by uncivilised hordes of people with whom they had to ‘deal’ in the best way they could, often in a violent and ‘uncivilised’ manner. Yet they always did so while continuing to conceive of themselves as guided, with a kind of noblesse oblige, by what they perceived as the superior values of ‘Western civilisation’. The Christians believed that the Muslims were hell-bent on destroying Western (here portrayed as Christian/Democratic) civilisation in Lebanon; the white South Africans felt the same way about the blacks (here Western civilisation was perceived as white); and the Israelis thought and still think of the Arabs/Palestinians along similar lines (here Western civilisation is perceived as Judeo-Christian in both its religious and its secular manifestations). Interestingly, at the time I was writing my PhD all three groups had ideologues that portrayed them as abandoned by a West that no longer knew how to fight for what it valued most and that no longer had a sense of how, in difficult circumstances, ‘one has to do what one has to do’ to survive.


It was while reading this comparative analysis that Bauman’s argument resurfaced in my head. I felt that those very features that constituted the specificity of Zionist Israel, white South Africa and Christian Lebanon as ‘besieged civilised cultures’ were increasingly becoming part of what defines all Western cultures today. These nationalist warrior cultures of the twentieth century were already showing the West an image of its future, as it has come to be today. Indeed, as is increasingly the case, the dominant forms of imagining ‘the West’ today portray it as if it is one big global, late colonial settler formation, on the defensive despite its expansionary mode of existence; under duress despite its overwhelming power and dominance; confronted, as it imagines itself to be, with an equally global sea of uncivilised others made out of terrorists and asylum seekers. It is in this sense that I want to speak here about a globalisation of the late colonial settler condition.


The globalisation of the Islamic threat


The globalisation of the Islamic other around the world, of which both terrorists and asylum seekers are seen as a manifestation, is one of the key components in generalising this colonial settler condition. Like all processes of cultural globalisation, it involves contradictory processes of cultural homogenisation and heterogenisation.2 Thus while Islam was becoming homogenised as the global threatening other, the category that embodied the Islamic threat differed from one country to another: Asians in Britain (there meaning Indians and Pakistanis), Turks in Germany and North Africans in France. In Australia it was the Lebanese category that came initially to embody this threat, although this perceived ethnicity of Muslims became more diverse in the twenty-first century, expanding to include South Asian and African communities.


One element that contributed to a conception of ‘the Muslim’ as lying outside the multicultural realm of the tolerated other was the existence among them of a substantial and increasing number of ‘seriously religious’ people. To be seriously religious here does not simply mean going frequently to the mosque or holding intense religious beliefs. It does not even denote a high degree of enthusiasm. More importantly, it means considering all aspects of one’s everyday life as ruled by the Laws of one’s God.3 It is this kind of religiosity—given, in particular, that it is the religiosity of an other—that constitutes a serious negation of the logic of multicultural acceptability. Multiculturalism has always found a way (indeed it can be defined by an ability) to find room for minor elements of the law of the other to exist within the dominant national law—here I don’t necessarily mean law in a formal sense, although it could be, but I mean more an anthropological conception of law as ‘the other’s order of things’ or ‘the other’s way of life’. In this sense, we can say that multiculturalism is primarily defined by this relation of encompassment. The dominant national law opens a space—a state of exception if you will—where the law of the other can exist as long as it is encompassed by the national law. The space where the law of the other exists can vary in content and in magnitude, but what cannot possibly change is that the dominant culture has to be the encompassing culture and the law of the other the encompassed culture.


The problem that arises with seriously religious Muslims is that what they see as their laws are nothing short of the Laws of God. These are not equivalent to minor laws such as the rules of a specific national cuisine or even the ethno-specific laws of marriage and kinship. The idea that you can have a space where you can speak your language, eat your food and follow your rituals—as long as you understand that this is a space offered to you, so to speak, by the dominant language, the dominant mode of eating and so on—is relatively unproblematic. But the idea of having the laws of the nation offer a space for the Laws of God is sacrilegious. Indeed, for people who take their religion seriously, the situation is reversed. It is the Laws of God that are the all-encompassing ones and the national laws of the host nation—or any other nation for that matter—that are the minor ones. For a seriously religious Muslim migrant integrating into the host nation, it becomes a matter of finding a space for these national laws within the all-encompassing Laws of God. The very relation of encompassing–encompassed cultures, on which multiculturalism is based, is here inverted, and threatening intimations of ungovernability arise. But this is not where they end. That some Muslims think of themselves as belonging to a politicised transnational community or Umma has given a further earthly flavour to this mode of living under the Law of God, transforming it into a kind of metaphysical transnationalism.


What also made many non-Muslim Westerners experience this religiosity as a threat were the international political developments that articulated themselves to Islamic transnationalism. The starting point of these developments, and what perhaps remains the main important one, is the rise of Iran as an Islamic nation. This has since led to the development of various forms of global Islamic politics—Sunni as well as Shi’a. This has also come to include varieties of Islamic terrorism.


The Iranian revolution, particularly under Khomeini, instituted a rule of law that openly portrayed itself as a kind of transcendent Muslim anti-colonial political will. Subsequently, this political will was perceived for the first time to exercise itself transnationally with the Salman Rushdie affair. It was as if Muslims were suddenly in a position to openly sentence a person living in and subject to the protection of the law of a Western nation-state. Even more threatening to the Western national will, numerous Muslims who were supposed to be docile Western subjects showed themselves to be agents of the transnational Muslim will by calling for the carrying out of, or even volunteering to carry out, the sentence themselves.


Since that time, there have been many occasions when Muslims have shown themselves to be the subjects of a transnational will, laced with anti-colonialism, that is other to that of the West. This has taken a particularly important turn with the 9/11 attacks and the London bombings, which led to the perception of the Islamic will not just as the will of ‘the other’ but also as the will of the enemy. The current worries about Muslim-background Western nationals being affiliated with ISIS, and indeed about ISIS itself, have accentuated this tendency of non-Muslim Westerners to perceive themselves as endangered by a hostile transnational Islamic other. This was central in legitimating the reimagining of Western nations as warring societies, which in turn is a crucial component in the making of the global late colonial settler ethos.


The structure and culture of warring societies


What is a warring society? The first point to make is that warring societies are not societies that are necessarily at war, but of societies that are permanently geared towards war. There is usually a tension between the notion of war and the notion of society, in that war is often seen as a transitional state between two more stable social states whereas society is precisely that stable social state. To talk of warring societies is to talk of social states where war is no longer a transitional state but a permanent feature of the social situation. The whole of society from its economy to its culture becomes part of the reproduction of this permanent state of war.


Perhaps most importantly, what makes societies permanently geared towards war is a reversal of the relation between two of their key constitutive mechanisms. All societies have mechanisms for the production and distribution of the good life, whichever way the good life is culturally defined—materially, emotionally or spiritually. And all societies also have to defend whatever they consider to be the ‘good’ life. It would be idealistic to think that a society could produce a goodness specific to it without engaging in the defence of this particular goodness. Consequently in all societies, defending the ‘good’ interior involves doing ‘bad’ things. To defend democracy, societies engage in non-democratic practices. To defend the rule of law societies have to suspend the rule of law in certain places. To defend a loving society one has to hate those who try to undermine it, and so on. These situations have been increasingly theorised in recent times, following Giorgio Agamben and Carl Schmitt, as ‘states of exception’.4


Again, it would be idealistic to think that a democracy could prevail without such states of exception. The issue is not whether a society does or does not engage in such ‘bad’ and ‘exceptional’ defensive practices. All societies do. What differs between societies is the relation between these ‘bad’ practices and the ‘good’ practices they are protecting. It is also this relation that differentiates between a warring and a non-warring society. In a non-warring society, the ‘bad’ defensive practices are subordinated to the enjoyment of the good life. Those in control of such practices try to ensure that they don’t encroach on the quality of the good life they are there to defend and protect. If they need to act somewhat ‘nastily’ to protect the good life, they ensure that it is done somewhere with minimal visibility, like on the margins of society, in an embassy, on the border, or by a ‘secret service’ somewhere in a dark corner. They work hard on disallowing the ‘bad’ act to disturb the goodness of the ‘good life’ they are protecting. For example, if they are to torture, they do so ‘in the dark’. They don’t let torture infringe on the goodness of the interior.


What defines warring cultures is that the suppressed, exceptional and ‘bad’ mechanisms and practices of defence start surfacing in the ‘good’ interior they are protecting. They become acceptable as part of the internal culture and thus they taint and affect it. The defensive mechanisms gradually start encroaching on the mechanisms of production and distribution of the good life they are supposedly protecting, such that they are no longer subordinated to them. They are mainstreamed into the everyday culture of a society. This can reach such extremes that the defence of the good life makes people forget the good life they are defending, and defensiveness becomes the core constitutive element of a society’s public culture. Thus, it becomes ‘legitimate’ to discuss, in the open, whether torture is necessary to save the public good.


Let me stress this point here: the difference between a warring and non-warring society is not that one engages in torture and the other doesn’t. It is that one does it in the dark, and the other starts discussing the legality of torture in the open. That is, it integrates the discussion of the suspension of society’s goodness within the culture of the good interior itself rather than leaving it hidden in its dark alleys. Thus, in warring societies we have a slow institutionalisation of what in non-warring societies were perceived as states of exception. In making war—a state often perceived as exceptional and transitional—into a self-reproducing and enduring reality, warring societies become prototypical of what has been increasingly referred to as ‘permanent states of exception’. Such societies often speak to themselves and to others this way: ‘We have to engage in torture, all the time; we have to stop these journalists and academics from saying certain things, all the time; we have to imprison children, all the time. Still, even though we are doing it all the time, it is important to realise that, given our good and virtuous culture, this is not what we usually/essentially do. Usually, we don’t torture, we don’t stop people from saying what is on their mind, and we love kids. This is what we are really like.’


In much the same way as the permanent state of exception is legitimised by differentiating between the essential goodness of society and the contingent badness it has to engage with, citizens of warring societies splits themselves into two, into a contingent citizen and an essential citizen. This is an important component of the colonial settler ethos. Lebanese Christians used to argue during the civil war that the very fact that they worried about engaging in uncivilised acts towards the Muslims was itself proof of their degree of civilisation, even as they engaged in quite horrific sectarian massacres.


Essential to the above construction is the portrayal of the warring other, the enemy. Warring societies are often structured around such a significant ‘bad other’—someone who embodies absolute evil, and whose very evil is forcing the good society to be bad and to act in ways to which it is not otherwise predisposed. The Israelis have wonderful national clichés about how the Palestinians have challenged their sense of civilisation by forcing them to commit atrocities, which otherwise they are not inclined to do. Despite this, they also argue that they are always heroically trying against all odds to uphold civilised standards of behaviour.


Such an ethos has become a generalised Western ethos, at least since the Bush administration made it appear as if the very fact of recognising and dealing with the consequences of the torture of Iraqi prisoners in Abu Ghraib showed how civilised Americans were, compared to the Iraqi prisoners they were holding and torturing. Indeed, increasingly, Western nations at war, especially in the Middle East, are engaging in the worst kind of atrocities: usage of depleted uranium and other toxic weaponry, mass destruction, killing of innocent people, and so on. But they always end up holding ‘inquiries’ into these. The inquiry, as with the innumerable Israeli inquiries into the interminable massacres in Gaza or the inquiry into the Sabra and Shatila massacre during the Lebanese civil war, always works to project a sense of ‘distinction’ from the barbarians whose worst sin is not that they behead people but that they do so without having inquiries afterwards. On a milder scale but with a similar logic, in the colonial metropolis intolerance towards Muslims is often justified on the grounds that they are the ones who are really intolerant and who cause people to be intolerant of them in return.


This characteristic splitting of the self allows for the same process that protects the ‘essentially good society’ from the ‘contingently bad society’ to apply to warring subjects themselves. It allows the colonial settler to support the inhuman practices being meted out on the ‘evil other’ without actually feeling that their own humanity and good essence is being destroyed. ‘I agree that accepting the torture of Palestinians is not a nice thing to do, but let’s be realistic. This is how it is,’ says the Israeli. ‘You don’t understand because you do not have a sense of what it is like dealing with people like this. If you did, you would realise that it is not that I am a bad person who supports violence. I just have to do what I have to do … here … at this point …’ and so on. Again, the white South African used to do the same to the blacks, the Lebanese Christian to the Muslim, and likewise today we Western subjects are increasingly developing this colonial settler attitude to justify our complicity in the inhuman treatments meted out to the Muslim others that supposedly surround us. The unsavoury practices towards asylum seekers and potential ‘terrorists’, which we now accept, in the past were totally and non-negotiably unacceptable to us.


As we have seen above and as Agamben taught us,5 the law can legislate its own suspension. But in so doing, in common circumstances, it continues to at least encompass the illegal space and keep it under its watchful eye. A government can allow its secret service to act outside the law, but it keeps its eye on it doing so. The situation is different in colonial settler environments. There, we see the creation of ‘dark spaces’ where the law doesn’t even want to know what is happening. It trusts those ‘securitarian forces’ that rule within them to do what is right. Colonial settler societies are full of those latter spaces that simply escape the rule of law rather than find themselves legitimised as lawless by the law itself. It is particularly in such spaces that a culture of impunity towards the evil other emerges: a culture where the warriors can do whatever they want to the evil, dehumanised people, with a feeling that there is no one to stop them. In the past, the concrete manifestations of this logic of impunity were reserved for Third World examples, like the actions of the Israeli army in the occupied territories or the South African police towards ANC suspects. Now this logic has globally seeped into the whole Western democratic body—from Abu Ghraib, to Guantanamo Bay, to Australia’s infamous detention centres.
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