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Introduction
The Anticolonial Impulse

S H A R A D  C H A R I  and  S A M E R A  E S M E I R

In 1965, Eqbal Ahmad, a for mer par tic i pant in the Algerian Revolution and chron i
cler of Third World anti co lo nial move ments, published an essay with the pro voc a
tive sub ti tle “How to Tell When the Rebels Have Won.” Ahmad argues in this essay 
that what escapes the prose of US coun ter in sur gency in Vietnam is pre cisely the 
gue rilla move ment’s “cen tral objec tive to con firm, per pet u ate and insti tu tion al
ize the moral iso la tion of the enemy by pro vid ing an alter na tive to the discredited 
regime”; “the major task of the move ment is not to out fight but to outadminister 
the gov ern ment.”1 The war was already lost because the US reit er ated French colo
nial power by refus ing to engage in the polit i cal work nec es sary to build con sent: 
that is “how to tell when the reb els have won.”

We might see in Ahmad’s for mu la tion a Gramscian argu ment about the deci
sive impor tance of the “war of maneu ver” or the work of forg ing the pop u lar polit
i cal infra struc ture nec es sary to sus tain prolonged strug le. But we might also see 
some thing else at work, with our pres ent in mind, namely the per sis tence of colo
nial isms and hence the sig nifi  cance of explor ing what anti co lo nial ism con tin ues to 
offer today. To some con tem po rary read ers, the very invo ca tion of the anti co lo nial 
might seem to be a nos tal gic rehashing of an untimely Third Worldism that has lost 
its polit i cal rel e vance. Certainly, if we con sider the dom i nant stat istnation al ist, 
post co lo nial forms that anti co lo nial ism birthed, the foun da tional argu ments made 
at Bandung in 1955—respect for human rights, the ter ri to rial integ rity of nations, 
the equal ity of races, and so on—are now ques tion able on mul ti ple counts. It is dif
fi cult to res ur rect an anti co lo nial ism grounded in these and other ele ments cen tral 
to the per sis tence of impe ri al ism itself. We now have the ben e fit of more than three 
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decades of post co lo nial the ory, which has care fully dis sected the var i ous pit falls of 
anti co lo nial nation al ism.

Does this, how ever, mean that noth ing more need be said concerning anti co
lo nial ism? Does the cor pus of post co lo nial the ory nec es sar ily lead to the histori
cization of anti co lo nial ism as a thing of the past? Or might this cor pus afford a 
diff er ent return to Ahmad’s cue to think crit i cally about “alter na tives to discredited 
regimes,” in a world bequeathed to us by mul ti ple colo nial isms? And if so, then 
shouldn’t the untimely anti co lo nial con tinue to com mand our atten tion? Ahmad 
care fully sug ests that his sym pa thies lie not with com mu nism or nation al ism 
as such, and he con cludes by first indicting US impe ri al ism, and then back ing off 
apol o get i cally, sugesting that Amer i cans “are nat u rally sym pa thetic to peo ples’ 
strug les for free dom and jus tice, and they would like to help if they could.” He 
then offers this par a ble: “I pre fer the term ‘maternalism’ for Amer i can pol icy in 
countries like Vietnam, because it reminds me of the story of an ele phant who, as 
she strolled benignly in the jun gle, stepped on a mother par tridge and killed her. 
When she noticed the orphaned sib lings, tears filled the kind ele phant’s eyes. ‘Ah, 
I too have mater nal instincts,’ she said, turn ing to the orphans, and sat on them.”2 
What crit i cal poten tials sur vive the ongo ing catas tro phe in this dev as tat ing par
a ble? Might we con sider what iterations of an anticolonial impulse persist just 
as impe rial “benev o lence” per sists in our belea guered time? What might such a 
pro ject require to push beyond the wellworn frame works of recu per a tive Third 
Worldism? Is anti co lo nial ism a force of the past, sig nifi  cant only in its his tor i cal 
oppo si tion to colo nial ism? How do the plu ral itineraries and polit i cal pos si bil i
ties latent in anti co lo nial ism con sti tute resources for cri tique, crit i cal the ory, and 
strug le today? And what might we make of the sit u a tions in places like Palestine 
and Kash mir, where anti co lo nial strug les con tinue to con front renewed colo nial 
pow ers?

The arti cles in this issue offer a vari ety of pos si bil i ties for under stand ing the 
endur ing need to recon sider the anti co lo nial impulse. In doing so, the arti cles 
point to a per sis tent anti co lo nial impulse that remains rel e vant to con tem po rary 
polit i cal strug le. The issue con fronts canon i cal fig ures such as Gandhi and Fanon 
with the the o ret i cal insights of a range of less wellknown anti co lo nials, includ ing 
Palestinian and Lebanese rev o lu tion ar ies, South Afri can crit ics of ongo ing decol o
ni za tion, and Sufi antiimpe ri al ists from the Indian Ocean. Through this con fron
ta tion, atten tive to the diver sity of con crete his tor i calpolit i cal con texts that have 
ani mated anti co lo nial argu ments and prac tices, the issue explores the obsti nacy 
of the anti co lo nial impulse and the pos si bil i ties that it con tin ues to hold for other 
futures.

Adom Getachew and Karuna Mantena approach this ques tion through a 
recon sid er a tion of attempts to decol o nize polit i cal the ory, argu ing for a shift in 
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focus from Western polit i cal thought to what they call the “pos i tive or recon struc
tive the o ret i cal agenda” in Gandhi’s and Fanon’s anti co lo nial thought. The anti co
lo nial impulse, in this sense, involves polit i cal reformulation that exceeds the cri
tique of Euro cen tric polit i cal the ory to focus instead on post co lo nial reanimations 
of “ques tions and audi ences of anti co lo nial thought.” By connecting this recon
struc tive the o ret i cal agenda in anti co lo nial thought to con tem po rary post co lo nial 
the ory, they reveal sed i ments of anti co lo nial ism in post co lo nial schol ar ship, but 
they also track the cre a tive, inno va tive con cepts that post co lo nial crit ics have intro
duced in their attempts to crit i cally the o rize “pol i tics in most of the world.”

Suren Pillay offers a sym pa thetic read ing of Latin Amer i can decolonial the ory 
in its trav els to var i ous places in Africa, par tic u larly in South Africa, and queries 
its effec tive ness as a response to the leg a cies of apart heid and colo nial edu ca tion. 
Attentive to the dis tinct itineraries of colo nial ism, as well as the diver gent tech nol
o gies of rule and destruc tion—of assim i la tion and of rule through diff er ence—
Pillay asks whether decolonial the ory is ade quate to a South Afri can anti co lo nial 
crit i cal per spec tive that seeks to attend to “the his tory of diff er ence that sur vives 
colo nial assim i la tion.” In Pillay’s account, the anti co lo nial impulse emerges at 
the inter sec tion of colo nial his to ries and their after maths, includ ing their pos si
ble futures. For at issue is “how to decol o nize diff er ence with out giv ing up on the 
impor tance of diff er ence itself in refashioning polit i cal futures.”

Wilson Chacko Jacob argues for a deeper and more capa cious his tor i cal and 
gene a log i cal method that might find forms of anti co lo nial cri tique not “so securely 
teth ered to the sov er eignty of the state.” Jacob reads the life and work of Sufi
inexile Sayyid Fadl Ibn Alawi and con sid ers his shifting engage ments with the 
sacred ness of national sov er eignty and his efforts to grap ple with Islam and the ory, 
pro jects that are some times leg i ble, and more often not, within the frame of anti co
lo nial thought and crit i cal the ory. While Fadl’s life his tory has lit tle to offer sec u lar 
sen si bil i ties today, it does reveal “a prom ise of think ing the human and life anew in 
rela tion to non hu mans and non life.” For this prom ise to become intel li gi ble, how
ever, colo nial and anti co lo nial his to ries must be thought beyond their inti mate and 
pas sion ate bind ing to states, to allow for other hori zons of free dom to unfold.

In his essay on Palestinian anti co lo nial ism, Nasser Abourahme asks: “What is 
a rev o lu tion that nei ther over throws a state order nor insti tutes a last ing one in its 
place?” Refusing to read the Palestinian Revolution as a fail ure pre scribed by the 
arc of trans con ti nen tal Third Worldism, Abourahme locates an endur ing “line of 
flight” in cre a tive prac tices of mak ing auton o mous ter ri tory to forge what he calls 
the Palestinian campcom mune. In its exper i men ta tion with a militant, antistat
ist auton omy, the anti co lo nial ism of the campcom mune “pushes rev o lu tion well 
beyond its usual pre oc cu pa tions.” Abourahme’s ges ture toward pessoptimism, or 
opti mism in the face of unde feated despair, takes us back to Ahmad’s cru cial claim 
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that if the anti co lo nial impulse is to mean any thing, it has to attend to the refusal 
to admit defeat in the face of the impe rial ele phant that sighs in sym pa thy before 
ongo ing destruc tion. Decolonization and anti co lo nial strug le are ongo ing imper
a tives, and Abourahme looks to these imper a tives “not as an exer cise in nos tal gia 
but as a way of think ing futu rity.”

This issue also includes two spe cial sec tions. The first high lights the work of 
Lebanese Marx ist intel lec tual Mahdi Amel and in par tic u lar his book Is the Heart 
for the East and Reason for the West? Published in Ara bic in 1986, Amel’s book crit
i cally responds to Edward Said’s Orientalism and in par tic u lar to Said’s read ing 
of Karl Marx on “the Eastern Question.” Guest edited by Nadia Bou Ali and Surti 
Singh, this spe cial sec tion fea tures sec tions from Amel’s book, trans lated by Ziad 
Kiblawi. Accompanying the trans la tion are six com men tar ies by Kiblawi, Bou Ali, 
Kolja Lindner, Jamila Mascat, Singh, and Alberto Toscano. These com men tar ies 
engage Amel’s work from a range of con tem po rary per spec tives and empha size the 
con tinu ing rel e vance of his cri tique of Orientalism. This foun da tional text of post
co lo nial the ory took dis tance from Marx and hence from anti co lo nial Marx isms. 
According to Amel, this led to a con se quen tial for get ting of “the ques tion of rev o
lu tion, and its neces sity, as a pre con di tion for human ity’s lib er a tion.” The com men
tar ies published here fol low Amel in returning to this ques tion, even when they 
point to the lim its of Amel’s polem i cal read ing. Taken together, the com men tar ies 
help us “to recover a Marx ism that breaks with ‘a homog e niz ing and incor po rat
ing world his tor i cal scheme,’” as Toscano writes, quot ing Said against him self. This 
means revisiting and renewing debates between post co lo nial and Marx ist crit
ics, but it also means, as Toscano con cludes, attend ing to anti co lo nial Marx ism’s 
“unrec on ciled and unfin ished leg a cies.”

Under the “Critical Encounters” head ing, a sec ond spe cial sec tion, titled “Leg
islating Settler Colonialism Today,” con tains a roundtable dis cus sion about the 
Basic Law: Israel—The Nation State of the Jew ish People (2018), which the Israeli 
Supreme Court upheld in July 2021. This NationState Law defi nes “the Land of 
Israel,” that is, the land of Palestine, as “the his toric national home of the Jew ish 
peo ple” to the exclu sion of any men tion of Palestinians or their rights. Con tri bu
tions by Honaida Ghanim and Lana Tatour sit u ate this law in the lon ger legal and 
polit i cal his tory of Israeli set tler colo nial ism in Palestine. In Tatour’s argu ment, the 
NationState Law should be read as part of a broader his tory of efforts to nego ti
ate “a lib eral Israeli set tler colo nial ism.” In this sense, the NationState Law, like 
pre vi ous law mak ing efforts, attempts to rec on cile a desired form of Israeli racial 
 lib er al ism with set tler colo nial ism. In Ghanim’s account, the NationState Law 
indexes trans for ma tions in the Zion ist rela tion ship to space, whereby the entire 
land of  Palestine, and in par tic u lar the West Bank, includ ing Jerusalem, has 
become an open empty ter rain avail  able for inten si fied Israeli set tle ment activ ity. 
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The  constructed absence of Palestinians from the law and the land antic i pates the 
pos si bil ity of their expul sion. The third con tri bu tion by Rahul Rao pres ents a com
par a tive account of the Indian Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA), 2019, sim i larly 
marked by rac ism and exclu sion. In Rao’s account, the CAA has much in com mon 
with the NationState Law. By offer ing a lon ger view of the suc ces sive changes in 
Indian cit i zen ship law, Rao reveals a drift toward what he calls a “de jure con cep
tion of the Indian state that res o nates strongly with the pol i tics of Zion ism.” Like 
Tatour and Ghanim, Rao sees in the CAA not an unprec e dented moment of rac ism 
and exclu sion but “an incre men tal step that is entirely in con so nance with the his
toric tra jec tory of Indian cit i zen ship law reform.”

Finally, the issue fea tures a series of draw ings by Isael Maxakali, an Indigenous 
art ist, film maker, and com mu nity leader based in the vil lage of Aldeia Nova in the 
state of Minas Gerais, Brazil. These images remind us that, as Rita Segato writes, in 
the Latin Amer i can con text “it is wrong to assume that the Conquest sim ply ended 
one day.”3 Here and else where, the per sis tence of con quest and col o ni za tion can be 
seen in pro cesses of ongo ing defor es ta tion and despo li a tion and in the destruc tion 
of ani mal spe cies and forms of life. Yet as Paula Berbert and Roberto Romero note 
in their text accom pa ny ing Isael’s draw ings, the Tikmũ’ũn peo ple “refuse to say that 
ani mals ‘have disappeared.’ They pre fer to say that they ‘went away’ after the whites 
destroyed their homes, that is, their for ests. But just as they went away, they can 
return.” Isael’s draw ings thus record not only the traces left by these vanished spe
cies, but also their lin ger ing pres ence, their per sis tence. Their “impulse ani ma tes 
Isael’s work.” This, too, is an anti co lo nial impulse, and Isael’s draw ings ask us to 
attend to liv ing beings other than Ahmad’s ele phant.
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