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Being and Becoming Anticolonial
The Life of Sayyid Fadl and the State of History

W I L S O N  C H A C K O  J A C O B

abstract   History has been dif fi cult to dis lodge from its colo nial tra jec tory in spite of at least a half-
cen tury of post-Orientalist  cri tique. Accordingly, a  crit i cal  the ory  that  is gen u inely global  in  its  lin e a-
ments is dif fi cult to estab lish as prac tice with out more decolonial his to ries of the mod ern world. This 
arti cle thus moves on two fronts  in order to meet the stated objec tives of expanding the field of crit-
i cal  the ory while  track ing  “untimely  tra di tions” and the hori zons  they’ve drawn.  It will offer a his tory 
of anti co lo nial prac tice that was simul ta neously the o rized within a dis tinct  Islamic mys ti cal  tra di tion 
and against a glob ally emerg ing con cep tion of state sov er eignty (on which much of his tory writ ing wit-
tingly or unwit tingly con cen trates). These polit i cal and intel lec tual his to ries con verge around the biog-
ra phy of a nineteenth-cen tury itin er ant Sufi, Sayyid Fadl Ibn Alawi. The crit i cal poten ti al ity of this life 
will be extrap o lated into the pres ent by con sid er ing the death-defy ing hori zons opened by the newly 
expanded rep er toire avail  able to a mys ti cal tra di tion, which allows reflec tion on the anti co lo nial as an 
ontol ogy refused and yet a prom ise. Finally, the arti cle seeks to answer a ques tion that was only treated 
par tially in the author’s recent book For God or Empire. Does the mys ti cism of this tra di tion devolve into 
apo lit i cal prac tices, or does its sur vival and even pro lif er a tion com pel a revisioning of eman ci pa tion in 
his tory and in the ory?

keywords   anti co lo nial ism, sov er eignty, life, his tory, Sufism

How might anti co lo nial thought and prac tice make an offer ing to crit i cal the ory 
and cri tique today? Here I argue, through the exca va tion of a nineteenth-cen tury 
Sufi-in-exile’s writ ing and career, that they have noth ing left to offer but pos si bly a 
prom ise of think ing the human and life anew in rela tion to non hu mans and non-
life; how ever, for that prom ise even to be intel li gi ble in sec u lar aca deme, we require 
other his to ries and gene al o gies of worldmaking, which in turn require a more con-
sis tent rec og ni tion and refusal of the pol i tics and the o ret i cal assump tions of his-
to ri ans that bind them inti mately and pas sion ately to states.1 Conversely, ter rains 
untrav eled by the o ries seek ing routes to free dom or seek ing to decon struct the 
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always-already unfin ished busi ness of eman ci pa tion2 are, for his to ri ans, con crete 
places and times inhabited by peo ples represented as Other, who despite repeated 
decolonizing retorts of iden tity (or the his to rian’s appeal to con tin gency) remain 
Other to the ory. Good the ory needs good his tory, and vice versa.

From a cer tain per spec tive, this rep re sen ta tional dilemma invested with high 
stakes for Global North to South rela tions has been ren dered moot as geo po lit i cal 
and eco nomic power piv ots (back) toward Asia. However, if mod ern sov er eignty 
has been and remains steeped in an interconnected global his tory, then the “world-
ing” that takes place in the o ret i cal texts or any text of ideas pro duced in “the West” 
or in “the East” still con fronts the dilemma. Thus, rep re sen ta tions of global his tory 
in any lan guage must nego ti ate the ques tion of sov er eignty, if only because of the 
pre dom i nantly national geog ra phy and dis tri bu tion of archives.

Anticolonialism height ened the sig nifi  cance and secured the sacred ness of 
national sov er eignty, even as it some times sought its repu di a tion. From this per-
spec tive, the poten tial of anti co lo nial thought to make any new offer ings at the feet 
of crit i cal the ory is fraught with the prob lem of power and sov er eignty. More fun da-
men tally, this poten tial depends on how we con ceive the “tran si tion” from tra di tion 
to moder nity. The meth od o log i cal and the o ret i cal debates around that ques tion have 
filled innu mer a ble schol arly vol umes, and it is now more often than not an object of 
sar casm or indiff er ence. Yet in every day life, the ques tion remains moot in a myr iad of 
global con texts, from reli gious move ments and sec u lar ist anx i eties to the antivaxxers 
and the tech no cratic faith ful. The clash, or the play, of tem po ral i ties in the mak ing of 
anti co lo nial moments is largely an unex am ined his to rio graph i cal prob lem since the 
tran si tion to moder nity and the rejec tion of the colo nial has a com monly accepted 
time line that pre sup poses a dis tinct, Euro cen tric shape of polit i cal sov er eignty.

This arti cle does not step out side the stan dard time line of anti co lo nial thought, 
but it none the less sug ests that in the life and writ ings of Sayyid Fadl Ibn Alawi (ca. 
1824–1900), we might glimpse an anti co lo nial moment that has repeated his tor i-
cally in widely diver gent peri ods but has not appeared as such because the mod ern 
hori zon of free dom has been so securely teth ered to the sov er eignty of state. Put 
diff er ently, nar ra tives of decol o ni za tion have nec es sar ily elided the always-already 
colo nial dimen sion of worldmaking and restricted its mean ing to a field of mod ern 
world his tory. Plural his to ries of the anti co lo nial as a cer tain stance on free dom 
that presupposed other objects became dif  cult to retrieve. Fadl wres tled with the 
bur den of mod ern sov er eignty in the sec ond half of the nineteenth cen tury, and 
most sec u lar accounts of his life empha size that tra jec tory. Indeed, he tried unsuc-
cess fully to trans late a tra di tion of Sufi emancipatory prac tices of the self and pas-
to ral care into a pol i tics of state.

By the end of his life, how ever, he came to the real i za tion that the jour ney of 
the soul to God, con ceived of as the greatest strug le (jihad), ulti mately could not 
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be ratio nal ized in terms of mod ern dis ci pline, biopolitics, or even an Islamic polit-
i cal the ol ogy. That real i za tion took place dur ing a career in which he was regarded 
by empires as an “out law” with rebel lious ten den cies (Brit ish) and a trou bling per-
son al ity with sacred cha risma (Otto man). Fadl was from the impe rial per spec tive 
a quin tes sen tial nineteenth-cen tury fanatic, activ ist, rebel, or adven turer. He may 
even have fan cied him self as such at diff er ent times. Nevertheless, his final reflec-
tions before his death return to divine sov er eignty and its rela tion ship to cre a tion 
(all  life and non life), which poses intrigu ing ques tions about his sense of free dom. 
Was free dom in fact an idea acces si ble to the senses? Was it lost when pol i tics and 
state were drawn into an inti mate uni ver sal(izing) embrace? Could free dom be 
regained in renounc ing pol i tics and rededicating one self to tending the soul? Were 
those nec es sar ily opposed and the only two options for eman ci pa tion? Was it always 
already an indi vid u al ized expe ri ence, or could there be a col lec tive dimen sion?

Positing some what spec u la tively and tem pes tu ously that there are mul ti ple 
tem po ral i ties implied in the space between being and becom ing anti co lo nial as 
evinced in the life of this one Sufi-in-exile, whose gene al ogy and gene a log i cal imag-
i na tion trou bled his learned pol i tics, I have sought a his tor i cal anchor in the work of 
a near contemporary, W. E. B. Du Bois, whose life was in a cer tain way dia met ri cally 
oppo site and opposed but whose early thought also showed strik ing sim i lar i ties. 
The arti cle turns first to the tra di tion of “anti co lo nial” Sufism. This sec tion offers 
a view of the his tory that was recov ered and the the ory of his tory that that recov-
ery pre cip i tated. It is divided into two sub sec tions. The first pro vi des a brief biog ra-
phy of the thinker and activ ist at the heart of the nar ra tive, Sayyid Fadl. The sec ond 
treats the evo lu tion and impli ca tions of his thought and pol i tics for con cep tu al iz ing 
mod ern sov er eignty, anti co lo nial his tory, and eman ci pa tion via the interlocution of 
Du Bois. Du Bois was never a slave owner as Fadl had been, was a sec u larly trained 
soci ol o gist, and ended his polit i cal career a com mu nist; none the less, the pass ing 
of the nineteenth cen tury witnessed both reck on ing with the tem po ral ity of free-
dom and sov er eignty, illu mi nat ing in com ple men tary ways the impos si bil ity of 
worldmaking and the poten ti al ity of life. This jux ta po si tion, while flawed in some 
sig nifi  cant ways, may, pre cisely because of its points of fail ure, make leg i ble (dis)
connected moments of the anti co lo nial, which the twen ti eth-cen tury partitioning 
of the past into History made illeg i ble.3 The arti cle ends with a reflec tion on how 
this “par tic u lar” (the ory of ) his tory might con trib ute to the work of crit i cal the ory.

Religious Acts of Reading Secularly
Maps of the Living/Dead
In the life of Sayyid Fadl, the sub ject of my recent book, anti co lo nial ism and the 
sov er eignty typ i cally pos ited as its end appear oth er wise.4 Though intersecting 
with cap i tal ism’s glob al iza tion and the age of high impe ri al ism, Fadl’s life and 
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career strad dled a rup ture that was simul ta neously his tor i cal and tran scen den tal, 
par a dox i cally enabling and dis abling his emerg ing pol i tics. The tem po ral i ties of 
tra di tion and of change, of rev e nants, in Fadl’s con cep tu al i za tion of the world plot-
ted his heroic life, eman ci pa tion, and jus tice along lines sim i lar to his nineteenth-
cen tury contemporaries but also along quite diff er ent and spiral ing lines, requir ing 
per haps what Fanon noted of “Marx ist anal y sis,” that it “should always be slightly 
stretched every time we have to do with the colo nial prob lem. Everything up to and 
includ ing the very nature of pre cap i tal ist soci ety, so well explained by Marx, must 
here be thought out again.”5 What Fanon appre ci ated about the lim its of Marx ist 
anal y sis applies in Fadl’s case to sec u lar(ist) ana ly ses in gen eral. And what was true 
for the hope ful era of decol o ni za tion, when a his tor i cal rup ture was actively sought 
as much in polit i cal-eco nomic as epis te mo log i cal terms, is per haps dou bly true 
now as we look back to a global past, which in the pres ent appears still all  too famil-
iar, while the global future appears all  too bleak. Thus I argue pro fes sional his to ri-
ans must become con scious of our own reli gious acts of read ing his tory sec u larly, 
which has formed some abid ing hab its of thought. To this end, we must defamiliar-
ize the world of/in his tory.

Whether it’s the now Old World his tory of cap i tal ism’s expan sion and its 
polit i cal ram i fi ca tions or the new global his tory of connected and inter re lated 
change, the intel li gi bil ity of strug le as a modal ity for liv ing life with a sal vific end  
(de)forming polit i cal-theo log i cal hori zons requires, as Giorgio Agamben shows 
us, another gene al ogy of how oper a tions of power came to man i fest them selves 
in the mod ern, sec u lar forms of econ omy and gov ern ment, which con jured in 
their own mys te ri ous ways the king dom and the glory.6 Stretching Agamben to the 
Indian Ocean world, my study of Fadl’s life and its rela tion ship to the polit i cal from 
a transregional, trans his tor i cal per spec tive illu mi na tes, on the one hand, rad i cal 
change at the level of states and empires as they reconfigured the terms of sov er-
eignty. On the other hand, it shows that those reconfigurations—and the gene-
al ogy from Aristotle to the church fathers—alone did not a global his tory make, 
to the extent that Fadl’s life in its full, par a dox i cal glory as the messy, real life of a 
his tor i cal indi vid ual and as the poten tial, per fect form of life yet to come required 
other gene al o gies and other frames for see ing. This his tory is not easy to write, and 
in part this is because the routes to free dom are many, and the sub ject of free dom, 
as Saba Mahmood bril liantly dem on strated, is in the ory always-already sec u lar and 
lib eral even for poststructuralists.7 But before get ting to what a his tory of worlds 
unseen by crit i cal the ory might do for it, I first out line Fadl’s biog ra phy.

Fadl’s inher i tance at birth, in early nineteenth-cen tury Malabar, across the 
ocean from his ances tors’ burial sites, was as sig nifi  cant as any other in the world at 
the time and pres ently. He inherited the gene al ogy of the prophet Muhammad, and 
hence a title, “say yid,” and a tra di tion that was as deep and as broad as any other. 
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He also inherited, through his Malayali mother Fatima, the leg acy of Cheruman 
Perumal.8 What he would make of the title and the tra di tions of oaths and gifts was 
in part a reflec tion of his sin gu lar per son al ity, but it was also the effect of a time 
out of joint. His father, Sayyid Alawi, was born in the mid-eigh teenth cen tury in 
Tarim, Hadhramawt, in south ern Arabia, and he migrated to a part of India’s Mala-
bar coast a few decades before the area was reduced to a dis trict ruled by the Brit-
ish East India Company (EIC). Establishing him self before know ing sub ju ga tion 
to a colo nial power, he had the time to develop resources for worlding the world, 
while explor ing mys ti cal dimen sions that unmade the world, with a con fi dence 
that would be denied his son. In rec og ni tion of Sayyid Alawi’s piety and purity, 
his burial site in Mampuram, not far from the fabled medi e val port of Calicut, 
became a shrine (maqam) that remains a site of pil grim age, or more pre cisely, vis-
i ta tion (ziyara), for those seek ing the bless ings of the saint. For Fadl, the shrine of 
his father and the many other say yid gravesites like it scattered around the Indian 
Ocean should have been at once joy ful and mourn ful remind ers and resources for 
liv ing and think ing life, made pos si ble by the mobil ity of his par tic u lar Sufi tra di-
tion, the Alawi Way.9 However, those sacred geog ra phies—his pat ri mony—were 
to be over laid with impe rial maps and legal con cepts that drew harder and faster 
bound aries between peo ples, lands, and waters medi at ing the sacred and the sec u-
lar in a rad i cally new, uni ver sal is tic frame.

Sayyid Alawi’s death in 1844 was the occa sion for Fadl’s vol un tary depar ture 
for Arabia, where he stud ied with the lead ing ulama of the time in the holy cit-
ies of Mecca and Medina. When he returned in 1849, a series of Mus lim upris ings 
or vio lent “out rages” were reported by the Brit ish. The mag is trate, H. V. Conolly, 
attempted to tie these to the “fanatic preacher,” Sayyid Fadl, and to the con tin u ous 
lit tle revolts that Malabar had been plagued with since its con quest.10 According to 
Brit ish accounts, the Hindu-Mus lim hier ar chy of Malabar had been upset since the 
mid-eigh teenth cen tury by the recur ring inva sions of Mysore from the north, dur-
ing the rules of Hyder Ali and Tipu Sultan. And the Mus lims of the region resented 
the EIC for try ing to restore to Hindu land lords what it the o rized as their right ful 
and legal prop erty.

The new dis pen sa tion was ade quately cap tured in a strange but not unex pected 
place, a Malayalam lan guage primer writ ten by a mem ber of the EIC’s Bombay 
Medical Establishment: “In fulfilling these impor tant duties [cus toms, the mint, 
and admin is tra tion of jus tice], in which the cause of human ity and the Company’s 
inter ests, as well as those of indi vid u als, are alike concerned, a pro fi ciency in the 
lan guage of Malabar is nec es sary to give full scope to the judi cious and humane 
reg u la tions framed for the admin is tra tion of that Province.”11 In  writ ing this,  Robert 
Drummond followed in the foot steps of his more illus tri ous EIC col league, the 
“founder” of mod ern Orientalism, William Jones. Jones’s lan guage study in Bengal 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/critical-tim

es/article-pdf/4/3/417/1481847/417jacob.pdf by guest on 23 April 2024



C R IT IC A L T I M E S 4:3 |  D EC E M  B E R 2021 |  422

led him to meth ods that could be used to dem on strate the famil ial ties of San skrit, 
Greek, and Latin—in effect “dis cov er ing” the Indo-Euro pean group of lan guages. 
The lat ter’s moti va tion in seek ing a cer tain kind of ori gin to logos was jurid i cal as 
much as phil o log i cal. Jones served on the Supreme Court in Calcutta and wrote in 
a let ter to a friend, “I can no lon ger bear to be at mercy of our pun dits . . .  who deal 
out Hindu law as they please, and make it at rea son able rates, when they can not 
find it ready made.”12 Drummond’s rep e ti tion of this anal y sis of law’s fick le ness and 
mal lea bil ity in the hands of Natives served as a jus ti fi ca tion for trans la tion in(to) 
colo nial rule.

The more impor tant ges ture in his case for lan guage might be the invo ca tion of 
“human ity” as a legal rea son of state, a rea son that did not exist in colo nial set tings 
and was needed for jus tice and good gov ern ment. Samera Esmeir fol lows the legal 
tra jec tory of the human that grew out of this vague human ity in its later colo nial 
career in Egypt (1882–1936). “The human is chained to the power of mod ern state 
law not sim ply because the state’s laws are imposed on the human, but because they 
decide its sta tus as human. What assump tions about the human enable this mag i-
cal effect, effec tively bind ing it in a com pul sory fash ion to the power of the law?”13 
By attempting to answer this ques tion in the colo nial con text, Esmeir illu mi na tes 
a cen tral yet pre vi ously hid den gene al ogy of mod ern law’s for ma tion through its 
deci sions about human ity. The inher ent coloniality of mod ern law’s claim on the 
human was occluded in con texts where the state’s for ma tion and the emer gence of 
the human as a sub ject of rights were part of a much lon ger pro cess.

Sayyid Alawi had suc cess fully avoided repeated sum monses to appear before 
the Malabar mag is trate to answer for Mappila Mus lim attacks on gov ern ment 
prop erty and on Hindu land lords. His pol icy of non co op er a tion was based on his 
refusal to rec og nize the new dis pen sa tion as any thing more than another Chris tian 
cru sade, cer tainly not an unfolding of rea son’s sov er eignty over the world. There-
fore, his answers in the form of fat was (learned responsa) mined the Islamic legal 
tra di tion and unsur pris ingly recommended jihad in the defense of Mus lims and 
their way of life. However, the fat was that cir cu lated in Malabar in the 1830s and 
were reg u larly con fis cated by the EIC of cers who deemed the texts incite ments to 
vio lence, were far more com plex than a sim ple call to “Holy War” against infi dels. 
The col lec tion known as Al-sayf al-battar (The Sharpest Sword) deals with all  man ner 
of ques tions about diff er ence and how Mus lims were to live in a world of Others. It 
has been interpreted by many who have read only the title or select fat was to be a 
text with a sin gu lar mes sage: kill infi dels.14 However, a more com pre hen sive view of 
how power in the world of human mak ing tends to fail ure appears when the fat was 
are taken together and espe cially when read with the adden dum, ʿUddat al-umara 
(Preparedness of Princes), which Fadl attached in the Cairo print ing of the text after 
his exile in 1852.15 I will return to that view below.
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Partly with the fat was as evi dence, the Malabar mag is trate was finally autho-
rized to arrest Fadl on the charge of incite ment to rebel lion and other out rages, if 
he thought it wise. Knowing that his hand was weak and any mis step could cost 
him his career, Conolly, who was ada mant that the Alawis had long been the mas-
ter minds of Mus lim revolts in Malabar, chose to nego ti ate. The fear was of a costly 
rebel lion if the revered say yids were arrested or harmed. Conolly con vinced Fadl 
that leav ing Malabar vol un tar ily, as if going to Mecca on pil grim age, was the best 
way to save face and to con vince the gov ern ment that he was not the cause of the 
vio lence in the area. Fadl agreed to a deal in which he believed his return would be 
pos si ble; he and his fam ily left Malabar. However, for the remain der of his life and 
the life times of his chil dren and grandchildren, the Brit ish vig i lantly blocked their 
return to India, blacklisting them for their kin ship with “the Moplah Outlaw.” This 
was clearly ret ri bu tion for the assas si na tion of Magistrate Conolly in 1855, which 
was believed to have been conducted by Mappilas griev ing the loss of their lead-
ers—Fadl was exiled, and his father’s shrine was sealed off.

Fadl remained in Arabia until 1879, though he under took two mis sions to 
Istanbul dur ing this period to secure the finan cial sup port of Otto man sul tans for 
him self and his house hold and polit i cal lever age for their return to India.16 He was 
recruited by war ring tribes in the Dhofar region to play peace bro ker, a role say yids 
in the region had performed for cen tu ries. Fadl viewed Dhofar, located between 
Brit ish-con trolled Aden and the Omani sul tan ate in Muscat, as part of the Hadh-
rami home land of his say yid ances tors. Hence, receiv ing oaths of loy alty from the 
tribes and unof  cial rec og ni tion from the Otto mans, he became the prince (amir), 
at least for three years. A tribal upris ing partly driven by fam ine and partly engi-
neered by the Brit ish and the Omanis, who had become depen dent on the Brit ish, 
led to his ouster. Fadl made his way to Istanbul, where his fam ily joined him, and 
he lived out his life as a “house guest” of Sultan Abdulhamid II (reigned 1876–1909). 
Despite repeated pleas to be allowed to depart for Dhofar or India, it seems the sul-
tan felt it was more pol i tic to keep Fadl close at hand in Istanbul, where he died and 
was bur ied at the dawn of a new cen tury.

Political Theology: Jihad against the World
Although dur ing the Istanbul years Fadl remained in con tact with India, the Hijaz, 
Hadhramawt, Syria, Iraq, Egypt, Britain, and the United States through his kin, 
aco lytes, agents, and dip lo matic sources, which makes his polit i cal “intrigues” 
(as some of his contemporaries and later his to ri ans pre ferred to char ac ter ize his 
engage ments) fas ci nat ing in them selves, I want to shift gears to think about the 
sec u lar limit on inter pre ta tion that ren ders a his tory of life and agency, as Fadl 
saw it, always only par tial and often inac cu rate. This inaccuracy then becomes cri-
tique’s own limit. Our his to ries of mod ern sov er eignty and (un)related moments of 
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free dom need sig nifi  cant revi sion if we hope to think the life of Fadl crit i cally and 
crit i cally rethink life.

Agamben notes,

Chris tian the ol ogy is not a “story about the gods”; it is imme di ately econ omy and 
prov i dence, that is, an activ ity of self-rev e la tion, gov ern ment, and care of the world. 
The deity artic u lates itself into a trinity, but this is not a “the og ony” or a “mythol ogy”; 
rather, it is an oikonomia, that is, at the same time, the artic u la tion and admin is tra tion 
of divine life, and the gov ern ment of crea tures.17

The roles of free will and polit i cal will became entangled and debated for cen tu ries 
within this eco nomic-theo log i cal res o lu tion to the prob lem of sov er eignty, only to 
be osten si bly resolved again, Agamben avers in the last sen tence of The Kingdom 
and the Glory, with “moder nity, remov ing God from the world, [which] has not only 
failed to leave the ol ogy behind, but in some ways has done noth ing other than to 
lead the pro ject of the prov i den tial oikonomia to com ple tion.”18 Rather than con-
test this com plex gene al ogy of sov er eignty in (post-)Chris tian moder nity, for our 
pres ent pur poses—in order to make leg i ble the prom ise of life in rela tion to the 
polit i cal in Fadl’s thought—we accept Agamben’s crit i cal view onto a moment of 
impos si bil ity of the polit i cal idea in the West.

Agamben’s revi sion of how the mod ern gov ern ment of men with its theo log-
i cal econ omy of souls pro duced a will ing sub ject has been help ful less for think-
ing the polit i cal than for think ing tran si tions. The suc cess ful order ing of the world 
in terms of governmentality and biopolitical tech niques of sub ject for ma tion was 
con tin gent on his tor i cal asymmetries and diff er en tial state capacities, the nuances 
of which require at least a min i mal sense of the polit i cal econ omy of empire to 
make leg i ble. I would sub mit that if polit i cal life has been ren dered inop er a tive 
in the ways that Agamben and oth ers focused on the West con tend, then per haps 
it is pre cisely by looking else where his tor i cally and in the pres ent that pol i tics 
might reappear anew. More polem i cally, for an exhausted Europe of obe di ent sub-
jects will ingly marching to obliv ion, the anti dote—to at least the pro vin cial ism of 
the ory—might be found in those spaces wherein pro jects of the prov i den tial oiko-
nomia are not quite so com plete, and polit i cal the ol ogy is not a fore gone con clu sion 
secreted into and con sti tu tive of the sec u lar state.19

This point has been made per haps unsur pris ingly by two phi los o phers of bio-
power and decon struc tion. Michel Foucault’s inspi ra tion to turn to pas to ral forms 
of power as related to his inter est in the “polit i cal spir i tu al ity” of the Ira nian Revo-
lution has received much atten tion but less so Jacques Derrida’s semi-Orientalist 
fan tasy of Islam. The lat ter offers the evoc a tive prop o si tion that if thought in 
demo graphic terms, Islam poses the “greatest, if not only, polit i cal issue of the 
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future, the most urgent ques tion of what remains to come for what is still called 
the polit i cal. The polit i cal, which is to say, in the free play and exten sion, in the 
deter mined inde ter mi na tion, of its mean ing, in the open ing up of its mean ing, the 
dem o cratic.”20 Derrida’s foray into Islam and pol i tics is in his cau tious style qual i-
fied by a decon struc tion of democ racy as never itself and always already sui cidal. 
So, if Islam offers a resis tance to democ racy (or democ ra ti za tion) as the prod uct of 
a tra di tion that believes it has a sta ble basis and mean ing in Aristotle’s Politics, then 
a polit i cal poten ti al ity might be located in Islam, where “think ing life oth er wise, 
life and the force of life” con tin ues in dynamic and contested forms.21

A con di tion of life that was not sep a rate from Fadl’s thought was the polit i cal 
and eco nomic tri als of his flock back in India. As land pov erty became an explo-
sive issue espe cially among its Mappila pop u la tions, Malabar’s upheav als con tin-
ued with inter mit tent epi sodes of vio lent resis tance until the mas sive rebel lion of 
1921, two decades after Fadl’s death. The fat was men tioned above were surely part 
of that con tin u ous anti co lo nial resis tance typ i cal to a colo nial ism that his to ri ans 
usu ally think of as polit i cal and eco nomic pro jects of Euro pean empires over seas. If 
colo nial ism also pen e trated and transformed hab its of thought every where—that 
is, was pro duc tive of the mod ern sub ject—then the ques tion emerges of whether 
over throw ing and replacing colo nial regimes with national sov er eignty and the cit-
i zen is syn on y mous with eman ci pa tion. In that regard, the fat was were also anti-
co lo nial in another way, one bur ied in sub se quent decades of nation al ist sed i ment 
and hence reappearing as objects that could only be explained as moti vated by reli-
gion or moral ity or vio lent polit i cal extrem ism. The fat was as part of broader and 
lon ger Islamic and Indian Ocean dis cur sive tra di tions indexed a form of life that 
had always posed a chal lenge to pro jects of worldmaking—even of the ulama who 
issued them in response to ethicopolitical prob lems—that simul ta neously enabled 
and dis abled claims to polit i cal sov er eignty.

The exca va tion of this par a dox i cal, anti co lo nial form of life is made dif  cult 
pre cisely because it ref er ences nei ther an ontol ogy nor a dia lec ti cal move ment 
but rather a prom ise. Moreover, that prom ise, as an ancient one reappearing in the 
Indian Ocean world, seems untimely in ways that Marx ism, even if regarded in 
terms of mes si anic tem po ral ity, does not.22 While Marx’s prob lem-space was not 
rad i cally other from Fadl’s or even his father’s, it offered an answer that was con-
crete, uto pian, and very much in keep ing with the times.23 Nevertheless, despite 
their over laps, the prob lem-spaces of polit i cal econ omy and of Islam in its Alawi 
Sufi tra jec tory in the nineteenth cen tury, through the very same global forces that 
made a new kind of cap i tal accu mu la tion pos si ble, were also on oppo site sides of an 
increas ingly racialized world. Geographically, the world carved out by racial cap i-
tal ism had mul ti ple north-south divi des, which were illu mi nated long before the 
cur rent global cir cu la tion of and iden ti fi ca tion with Black Lives Matter.24
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Illuminations and cri tiques of that world might be bet ter illus trated through 
an improb a ble com par a tive look across the Atlan tic. When the youn ger W. E. B. Du 
Bois wrote about the souls of Black folk and the faith of the fathers, we hear a not 
entirely faint echo of Sayyid Fadl remem ber ing his own ances tors and his Mappila 
flock in Malabar:

Those who have not thus witnessed the frenzy of a Negro revival in the untouched 
back woods of the South can but dimly real ize the reli gious feel ing of the slave; as 
described, such scenes appear gro tesque and funny, but as seen they are awful. . . .  
The Preacher is the most unique per son al ity devel oped by the Negro on Amer i can soil. 
A leader, a pol i ti cian, an ora tor, a “boss,” an intriguer, an ide al ist,—all  these he is, and 
ever, too, the cen tre of a group of men, now twenty, now a thou sand in num ber. The 
com bi na tion of a cer tain adroit ness with deep-seated ear nest ness, of tact with con-
sum mate abil ity, gave him his pre em i nence, and helps him main tain it.25

Du Bois tracks reli gion and the struc ture of reli gious expe ri ence among Black 
Amer i cans pre- and post-Emancipation along lines that are remark ably like the 
Alawi—vol un tary—dias pora that took shape around the Indian Ocean begin ning 
from the six teenth cen tury. He bril liantly cap tures the fur ther devel op ment of 
reli gious life that came with the expan sion of the Black church in US urban cen-
ters, yield ing by the fin-de-siècle what he termed a ver i ta ble “gov ern ment of men” 
within and in response to the global prob lem-space delimited by “the color-line.”26 
Fadl, whose career tracks with this time line of polit i cal and reli gious change, 
caught between two increas ingly governmentalized empire states, regarded the 
same his tor i cal moment as one fraught with dan gers for a form of life that ensued 
from cen ter ing the soul and divine sov er eignty. The injunc tion to remem ber God 
and his ser vants (the prophet, the com pan ions, and Alawi saints), which was often 
performed with a “frenzy” by Mappilas and other aco lytes, recur sively confronted 
forms of worldmaking that curtailed the ecstatic moment of free dom engen dered 
in the pro cess of seek ing an anni hi la tion of Self. While Fadl’s and Du Bois’s are two 
(or more) rad i cally dis cor dant inter hemi spheric his to ries, we should not shy away 
from com par i son.27 The trans for ma tion of many Sufis around the Islamic world 
into reb els, cap tives, and fugi tives is a theme that has been explored by his to ri-
ans.28 But connecting their rebel lions—and their forms—to a glob al iz ing polit i-
cal econ omy cen tered on New World slav ery, Euro pean indus trial pro duc tion, and 
abo li tion ism still requires more research and the o ret i cal devel op ment of appo site 
con cepts, if we are not to assim i late them to the grand nar ra tives of empire and 
cap i tal.29

What we will notice between the fat was and the guide for princes and Fadl’s 
last “mys ti cal” writ ings in the years before his death is a tar ry ing with prag matic 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/critical-tim

es/article-pdf/4/3/417/1481847/417jacob.pdf by guest on 23 April 2024



J AC O B  |  B E I NG A N D B EC O M I NG  A NT IC O LO N I A L |  427

ques tions of gov ern ment writ ten in a pas to ral and biopolitical lan guage. However, 
from these ample sources an Islamic the ory of anti co lo nial ism can not be said to 
emerge. Rather, what the texts together illus trate is a cer tain poly semy to what oth-
er wise were thor oughly Islamic con cepts: jihad (strug le, strive), al-dīn (reli gious 
total ity), tawba (repen tance), nafs (soul, self ), al-sharʿ (law), ʿahd (oath, cov e nant), 
ahl al-bayt (prophet’s fam ily), dhikr (remem brance), waliy (saint), tajdīd (renewal), 
mulk (sov er eignty), and so on. Here we have space to con sider only one of the con-
cepts most rel e vant to our claim of anti co lo nial cri tique as prom ise: jihad.

The con cept of jihad is polysemic in theo log i cally and his tor i cally com plex 
ways that will not be fully rehearsed here.30 Sufce it to say the very pos si bil ity of a 
uniquely Islamic dynamic of worldmaking and its refusal, which oscil lated between 
the his tor i cal and the tran scen den tal, could be said to hinge on the inter pre ta tions 
of jihad. In this regard and within this broader his tory-the ory, the Alawi Sufi tra di-
tion of Sayyid Fadl could only exist by open ing up the con cep tual bound aries that 
came to define, for the lack of bet ter ter mi nol ogy, “ortho dox” Islamic ten den cies—
Sunni and Shiʿi—spe cifi  cally ones that devel oped in align ment with the impe rial 
rule of Turkic dynas ties across the “Balkans-to-Bengal com plex” from roughly 1500 
AD.31 When the Alawi gene a log i cal-cum-mys ti cal diasporic for ma tion took shape 
around the Indian Ocean world, its mem bers often found them selves in places 
where Islam was either non ex is tent or prac ticed in some syn cretic form that par-
took of prac tices and beliefs of local soci e ties.32 The Sufi way to God, which peri-
od i cally earned the ire of lit er al ist and tra di tion al ist ulama in the Islamic heart land 
for its eso ter i cism, viewed some times as bor der ing on heret i cal pan the ism, was 
well primed to engage the het ero ge ne ity of Indian Ocean worlds.

The Sufi engage ments did have ped a gog i cal and mis sion ary goals. However, 
while those—along with eco nomic and worldly polit i cal agen das—are often the 
focus of stud ies and polem ics, the Sufi devo tion to a form of eman ci pa tion that was 
at once Islamic and in excess of the Islamic, which gave it an unusual anti co lo nial 
char ac ter, is rarely noted unless and only if already assim i lated to other nar ra tives 
and ideologies: com mer cial ism, impe ri al ism, nation al ism, Marx ism, Islam ism.33 
Fadl’s life, career, and writ ings dem on strate, in their excess (of ideo log i cal posi-
tion ing) and remain der (of a Sufi tra di tion), that the con cept of jihad, which has 
recirculated glob ally in the post–Cold War era, speaks (to) free dom in ways that its 
assim i lated mean ing typ i cally occludes.34

With the appending of a guide for princes to the fat was in the 1850s, Al-sayf al-
battar became more than an imme di ately nec es sary, local response to the inva sion 
by Chris tians. Although focused on addressing the per il ous moment faced by the 
Islamic world as Euro pean expan sion in the Old World inten si fied, the expanded 
text became more concerned with time (waqt) even as it became less his tor i cal. 
Mus lim sov er eignty over lands was less sig nifi  cant than sov er eignty over a way of 
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life, or liv ing as Mus lims in remem brance of God and in antic i pa tion of the yawm 
al-din, qiyam al-saʿa (day of judg ment, time to come).35 Consequently, cri tique was 
directed only in part at the invad ers, who were to be resisted if pos si ble, but in the 
main the tar gets were other Mus lims, par tic u larly ulama and min is ters, who had 
for got ten that abso lute sov er eignty was God’s and had thus gone astray, put ting the 
worlds of Islam in dan ger. Therefore, in Fadl’s inter ven tion to reframe the fat was 
postexile, the “lesser jihad,” as a strug le involv ing arms was typ i cally clas si fied, 
lived up to its name; in terms of sig nifi  cance, it was the “greater jihad” that pre oc cu-
pied him. At least in this moment of deep uncer tainty, when he had been stripped 
of home (dar), he felt more the need to address the outer fail ures of Mus lims and 
the nec es sary inner cor rec tives than to reflect on Brit ish agency.36

Sayyid Fadl’s mat ters of con cern orig i nally emerged in a prob lem-space that 
was, as far as the his tor i cal record goes, always plu ral is tic in terms of legal juris dic-
tions, and the rela tions to land reflected that plu ral ity.37 The grad ual trans for ma tion 
of those com plex rela tion ships, cul mi nat ing in exile from home, could not have but 
acti vated intense emo tions in Fadl. For a Sufi stu dent of Qurʾan and the tra di tion, 
con scious of inhabiting at once a his tor i cal and pro phetic tem po ral ity of the call 
to/from God, home and its (re)mak ing in the world car ried a deeply reli gious charge. 
So, at the very end of his life, he revisited what makes for indi vid ual and col lec tive 
free dom and secu rity, and the answer shifted away from the sov er eignty of state, the 
idea with which he tar ried in the 1870s and 1880s. He wrote in the 1890s,

There are four mark ers of men of God. The first is that they fear none other than God. 
The sec ond is elim i nat ing the love of the world [and world li ness] from their hearts. The 
third is good works and the fourth is being respon si ble for that which proph ets and 
mes sen gers expended their souls and bod ies, that is, mak ing man i fest al-shariʿa [God’s 
way/law] with com pas sion for the umma.38

Given these mark ers or marks of a believ ing folk, that the jihad to ele vate one’s 
self through exer cises of the soul was more com mend able from the per spec tive of, 
and under the tute lage of, a say yid on the Alawi Sufi way is per haps unsur pris ing, 
par tic u larly when the worldly impli ca tions of a fail ure to mil i tantly remem ber God 
appeared more dire than they had in six cen tu ries. But what value or force did this 
form of jihad offer in a colo nial world of increas ingly uni form legal and polit i cal 
bor ders, wherein sov er eignty was vested in the disembodied sec u lar space of the 
state, which claimed bod ies and to some extent souls? As that world’s reordering 
inten si fied, Fadl, who learned and trans mit ted the his tory and teach ings of ances-
tors, who cel e brated his father for the revival of reli gion (as a qutb, a rare “axis of 
the ages”), faced the pros pect that the con di tion of pos si bil ity for jihad, the greater 
strug le, was being hollowed out. Therefore, his response after his exile and with 
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the real i za tion that his mobil ity could now be deter mined by a mere worldly Great 
Power, was, con trary to his reck on ing later, to claim some of the terms of mod ern 
sov er eignty for a Mus lim empire-state and for him self.

There was already an ambiv a lence in the tex tual com plex that gener i cally 
joined fat was and mir rors for princes. After all , the printed Cairo text had a prayer 
to the Otto man sul tan in the mar gins of its pages, and we find the vir tues of the ahl 
al-bayt (the fam ily and com pan ions of the prophet) as ordained guides and gov er-
nors in the body of the text. The pae ans are inscribed in the wake of Fadl’s sud den 
expul sion from Brit ish subjecthood and branding as the Moplah Outlaw but prior to 
his becom ing an Otto man cit i zen with min is te rial sta tus. Hence, on the one hand, 
we read of the soul’s approach to the divine as a moment of refusal of the world and 
an attempt to exceed his tor i cal time; on the other hand, the guid ing and reforming 
role of Alawi say yids in spe cific his tor i cal con texts was deemed indis pens able for 
the future of Islam, when the pres ent was marked by cor rupt Mus lim lead ers and 
of cious ulama. That strad dling the tran scen den tal and the his tor i cal appeared as 
cri sis was not new as a con di tion of colo nial moder nity; how ever, res to ra tion of the 
lost bal ance became more dif  cult, if not impos si ble. In this mid dle phase of Fadl’s 
life, it is the sense of say yid respon si bil ity for the care and shepherding of Mus lims 
in and through the world that is empha sized in his actions and writ ings, open ing 
the his tor i cal door for biopolitical terms of sov er eignty.

The real ity of liv ing in exile, clas si fied an out law by the emer gent global 
hegemon, shaped a resis tance at first marked by camouflage and invis i bil ity 
(1850s–1870s), per haps a reflec tion of the father’s prior non co op er a tion, which 
was pred i cated on the sim ple, clear prin ci ple that polit i cal power cor rupts. The 
adher ence to such a severe prin ci ple, while he ministered to a flock endur ing the 
effects of the dis lo ca tions that ensued from the EIC’s con quest of Malabar, was to 
some extent pos si ble only in a time of incho ate colo nial governmentality. Simi-
larly, for the son, the Otto man state’s incom plete mod ern i za tion along dis ci plin ary 
and biopolitical lines meant a win dow of rel a tive auton omy remained open. The 
“crowning” moment of this auton o mous period was Fadl’s elec tion by tribal rep re-
sen ta tives to serve as their inter me di ary, in rec og ni tion of his say yid sta tus, which 
endowed him with a spe cial power—baraka—whose pos ses sion, mark ing one as 
touched by God, was mean ing ful and effec tive only to the extent that it was in turn 
gifted as a bless ing to oth ers.

Within the con text of an agres sive Brit ish impe ri al ism around the South Ara-
bian coast, Fadl interpreted the tribes’ oath to obey him in 1875 as a license to estab-
lish and lead a gov ern ment in Dhofar. In a let ter to the Babıâli (Sublime Porte) in 
Istanbul, he describes how, hav ing arrived under the “ban ner of vic tory represent-
ing the eter nal State,” “the coun cil, con sti tuted of Uluvvi seyyids [Alawi say yids] 
and tribal chiefs, appointed [him]—this hum ble and sim ple emir, your well-wisher 
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slave—to the task of issu ing fetwas” and out lines plans for “pub lic improve-
ments . . .  depen dent upon the mea sures to facil i tate and increase its com merce 
and trade.”39 “For this to hap pen,” he states, “the ships bear ing the ban ner of the 
exalted Otto man Sultanate that stop at the illus tri ous prov ince of Yemen should 
also come to the port of the afore men tioned dis trict, Zafar. . . .  Since it befits the 
sub lime dig nity of the eter nal State to favor this loyal slave—proud to be your slave 
and kind to his ser vants—and his fam ily with grace, we have dared to explain the 
sit u a tion—although it’s not up to me to say so. In this respect and in all  cir cum-
stances to com mand belongs unto him to whom all  com mand ing belongs.” The 
word ing of this let ter reflects a hybrid gov ern men tal-eco nomic logic that strad dles 
the long his tory of an Islamic Indian Ocean and the shorter his tory of a mod ern iz-
ing, impe rial Otto man state.

Fadl’s flir ta tion with the dispositif of the mod ern state appears to come to a 
sud den halt or reach its cri sis once he becomes its lit eral pris oner. Though the real-
i za tion that he was a pris oner and just another replace able con script took a decade 
of liv ing in Istanbul and fail ing numer ous attempts to retake Dhofar or to return 
to Malabar. With those fail ures in the 1880s came dip lo matic fall out and a grow ing 
sense in the pal ace that Sayyid Fadl, the Moplah Outlaw, was more a lia bil ity than 
an asset in the great Otto man strug le with Britain for Arabia. Accordingly, we find 
entreat ies from Fadl to the Sultan toward the very end of his life for per mis sion to 
sim ply leave Istanbul to what ever des ti na tion. Indeed, we find let ters addressed to 
the Brit ish prime min is ter and Queen Victoria her self. In the years of exile, invis i-
bil ity, polit i cal power, plot ting and nego ti a tion, he was forced to engage the state—
Otto man and Brit ish—in its recently reformed and expanded capac ity.40

That state even in its nascent stage (as with the EIC) may have been more leg-
i ble to a col o nized sub ject, par tic u larly a blacklisted one.41 Fadl was surely always 
ambiv a lent about its emerg ing form and sub stance. From 1852, if not sooner, he 
could see the need to engage it—a need that Sayyid Alawi could not see. However, 
all  along, the faith of the fathers (the deep and broad tra di tion of Sufi gno sis over-
lapping with Islamic his tory, law, and the ol ogy) served as a resource for elab o rat ing 
a dis tinctly Islamic approach to tribe, to sul tan, to ulama, to Mus lims, and to the 
stranger in gen eral. That use of the tra di tion to address humans, ideas, and things 
at a time of trans for ma tion in the con cep tual and prac ti cal dimen sions of sov er-
eignty, to proff er a rec og niz able anti co lo nial activ ism, seemed to yield a cer tain 
amount of worldly influ ence for Fadl. But it also seemed to guar an tee his obso les-
cence. However, rather than renounce the tra di tion or con tinue along the lines of 
trans la tion between tra di tions, as many did, he dou bled down on that which was 
dis tinc tive about his say yid-Sufi way within the grander Islamic tra di tion.

This he did in an out pour ing of what I’ve called his Sufi writ ings, from which 
I quoted above. There, we are exposed to the explicit draw ing of a limit to the legal 
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(sharʿai), rit ual (ʿibada), and nor ma tive grounds of what we might regard as a con-
ven tional Islamic life. In a sense, he returned to fun da men tal con sti tu tional mat-
ters. In part, this is merely a rep e ti tion of the teach ings of the mas ter Sufi, Ibn 
Aʿrabi (d. 1240), who had elab o rated the need for al-sharʿia and fol low ing the tenets 
of wor ship as much as a call for their tran scen dence. The knowl edge and piety 
acquired through ortho dox Islam was sig nifi  cant and yet lacking, if the quest for 
per fec tion aspired to God as much as liv ing a good life in the world. Fadl found 
him self in the space between liv ing life here and aspir ing to a there, hav ing failed to 
bridge the two as the world proved too big and too fast-mov ing—even in its abil ity 
to arrest move ment. This is in a way an old and unsur pris ing story of mod ern i za-
tion and the retreat to eso ter i cism, mes si a nism, and mys ti cism found in var i ous 
places around the world in the nineteenth cen tury.42

A rad i cal recontextualization of the Sufi texts that Sayyid Fadl gen er ated at the 
end of life might, how ever, still give way to sur prises. I believe that by returning to 
the faith of his fathers after a long period of attempting to adapt and to resist, he 
rec og nized that a sec u lar i za tion of theo log i cal con cepts—which was in effect the 
prod uct of his actions and inscrip tions—was a dead end, a prison of the soul. There 
were indi ca tions ear lier on that he had doubts about the path he had cho sen, when 
at a time of polit i cal peril for him self and the entire Islamic world he was com pelled 
to fol low the con tours of sov er eignty’s reconfiguration—Malabar Mus lims had to 
be lib er ated, a flag had to be planted on the soil of Dhofar, life had to be man aged, 
and all  of that required greater exploi ta tion and exchange of the earth’s resources. 
A new pol i tics became com pul sory.

Fadl’s moment of aporia is mir rored nicely by Du Bois reflecting on shattered 
dreams and the effects of polit i cal-eco nomic con straints on Black lives in the 
United States from the end of Reconstruction. Against that back drop, he traces the 
trans for ma tion of reli gious life from the quest for free dom into insti tu tion al ized 
escap ism and moral polic ing, with church lead ers and mem bers “war ily avoid-
ing unpleas ant ques tions both within and with out the black world, and preaching 
in effect if not in word: Dum vivimus, vivamus.”43A form of bare life was the lot of 
eman ci pated Black peo ple.

He exam ines the Negro church in this chap ter to fur ther unpack the “eth i cal 
par a dox” of Black souls liv ing a “dou ble life,” caught between higher spir i tual ide als 
and the polit i cal-eco nomic exi gen cies of sur vival for most and even a modi cum of 
pros per ity for some. He con cludes, “Some day the Awakening will come, when the 
pent-up vigor of ten mil lion souls shall sweep irre sist ibly toward the Goal, out of 
the Valley of the Shadow of Death, where all  that makes life worth liv ing—Liberty, 
Justice, and Right—is marked ‘For White People Only.’”44

Although Fadl occu pied a starkly diff er ent (and for a while, in terms of slav-
ery, dia met ri cally opposed) social and polit i cal con text from Du Bois, who wrote 
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The Souls of Black Folk in a time of Jim Crow laws and lynchings, on the one hand, 
and rapid indus tri al i za tion and “prog ress,” on the other, from their dis tinct prob-
lem-spaces they both none the less regarded their his tor i cal pres ents as unten a ble, 
a real val ley of the shadow of death, and they both seem to pose the ques tion of 
eman ci pa tion and jus tice in sim i larly fraught terms. It is in a space of cri tique vis-
à-vis Euro-Amer i can sec u lar lib er al ism and its prom ise of free dom that Du Bois 
and Fadl occupy com mon ground. For the sake of Black souls betrayed by Eman-
cipation declared from on high, Du Bois retraced the rich gene al ogy of Afri can 
Amer i can reli gious prac tices. For the sake of Mus lim souls imper iled by Euro pean 
impe ri al ism and colo nial ism, Fadl returned to the faith of the fathers for answers 
that he no lon ger felt he could peg to the Otto man state and its shrink ing empire.

Emancipation and anni hi la tion, free dom and death, became or became once 
again intertwined for Fadl as an end ing loomed. They con sti tuted spaces and 
times, which, in moder nity, were to be over come and reconfigured along other 
axes. Emancipation, under stood as free ing one self of worldly fet ters, which now 
included the very stuff of mod ern forms of polit i cal life, could not be accom plished 
with out the help of say yids, angels, spir its, and other guides. Fadl wrote This True 
and Merciful Way (Hadhihi al-ṭariqa al-ḥanīfa al-samḥāʾ) as one such guide. It was a 
guide to the Alawiyya, its long chain of say yids and saints, its wise teach ings, the 
per for mance of dhikr, and the fun da men tal truth ful ness of the Way.45

The text begins with the teach ing of al-Arif Billah Abd al-Rahman bin Abd 
Allah bal-Faqih Ba Alawi. A fun da men tal pil lar of the Alawiyya is expli cated here 
in the very first line: “The time of the social yields no ben e fit in the absence of kin-
ship” (la tufid tul al-mujalasa maʿ adam al-mujanasa).46 Engseng Ho has exten sively 
mapped the gene a log i cal imag i na tion and prac tices of the Alawis over the longue 
durée, so the intri ca cies of its devel op ment as a “soci ety of the absent” in a diasporic 
con text need not be rehearsed here. For the pur poses of establishing the life that 
Fadl was heir to, beholden to, and chal lenged to for sake, we need only note the 
jux ta po si tion of soci al ity and inti macy, of which kin ship is the pri mary and oper a-
tive modal ity. Under the larger rubric of Islamic soci ety and Islamic con cep tions of 
sov er eignty, the weight of the gene a log i cal was felt strongly even as it was reg u larly 
contested—hence the need to reit er ate it at the fin de siècle in the face of new chal-
lenges, spe cifi  cally the governmentalization of the state.

In this regard, the time or dura tion of the social for ma tion was assumed to 
have a his tory and pol i tics that repeat edly diverged from the Alawi way, which pre-
supposed a series of rela tions made pos si ble and extended to humans by the grace 
of God, with say yids and mys tics playing lead ing roles. In the case of the Alawiyya, 
the kin ship that truly mattered was that linked to the prophet Muhammad. The 
nature of Alawi kin ship was at once his tor i cal, when regarded from the per spec-
tive of the time line of the social, and tran scen dent and uni ver sal, when con sid-

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/critical-tim

es/article-pdf/4/3/417/1481847/417jacob.pdf by guest on 23 April 2024



J AC O B  |  B E I NG A N D B EC O M I NG  A NT IC O LO N I A L |  433

ered as an exem plary prac tice on a path to one ness with God and the sus pen sion 
of time. All other rela tions of souls to bod ies and peo ple to each other remained 
cha otic and ephem eral, returning to dust when defi cient in the remem brance of 
God. Without the uni fy ing power of God, souls remained but “con scripts” (junud 
mujannada) and bod ies a bun dle of con tra dic tory pas sions (al-ajsamu amzijatun 
mutadadatun). Within this cos mol ogy, proph ets and their descen dants mattered: 
they helped facil i tate a glimpse of the unity of life.

In reafrming the uni ver sal ity of God’s truth, sov er eignty in its var i ous worldly 
guises could not but become a prob lem. But the his tor i cal prob lem-space for which 
Fadl offers his guide was very diff er ent from that of his gene a log i cal ante ced ent 
al-Faqih while not entirely dis sim i lar from that of his con tem po rary Du Bois. The 
stan dard solu tion grounded in gene al ogy was surely rehearsed exten sively. Each 
per son’s birth and exis tence on earth is anal o gized to the famil iar blank slate of 
human essence or nature (kullu mawludin yuwladu ala al-fitra) and the lan guage that 
has always pre ceded it, which was recur sively inscribed upon it. The per son born 
unmarked is con di tioned into a tra di tion: “Juda ized, Magiized, or Chris tian ized” 
by fathers and moth ers. Then, in the famil iar mono the is tic move, divine gov ern-
ment, by defi  ni tion impos si ble and inop er a tive on earth, is deputed to care tak ers: 
“The shep herd of a flock [abu al-raʿiyya] is its sul tan.”47 The gene a log i cal ties bind-
ing per son to per son were indis pens able to any com mu nity existing at any time. 
But with out the knowl edge and wis dom of God, which is self-knowl edge, an empty 
exis tence—the soul a mere con script to the will of bodily desires—remains.

The four marks distinguishing righ teous peo ple are reit er ated in this text.48 
That the fear of God is par a mount is of course foun da tional to mono the ism, but 
when this pri mary sign of the righ teous is recontextualized, situated within the 
prob lem-space of a life that tracked with the trans for ma tion of sov er eignty, then 
its sig nifi  cance for life and its ends has a crit i cal valence that is at once (trans)
his tor i cal and anti his tor i cal. Freedom is like a par ti cle pro duced out of the col li sion 
of these tem po ral i ties, a col li sion that osten si bly any will ing sub ject could effect.

There is no way to estab lish defin i tively a cri sis of con sci ence or its absence 
when it comes to the his tor i cal life of Fadl, a life thor oughly enmeshed in ques-
tions of sov er eignty in diverse set tings span ning half a cen tury and a vast geog ra-
phy, from Mampuram to Istanbul. Nonetheless, the unity of life, sought sin cerely 
or not, flashes across the pages of This True and Merciful Way. “Unity of life” is a 
slightly mod i fied trans la tion of the fun da men tal Sufi con cept of total ity, wahdat 
al-wujud. The trans la tion is both a mod i fied ren der ing into English of a contested 
theo log i cal idea (usu ally given as “the one ness of exis tence”) and a reinscription as 
an ana lyt i cal cat e gory that aims to dem on strate the polit i cal and eth i cal impli ca-
tions of its deploy ment in this spe cific his tor i cal con text. In some ways it approx-
i ma tes the “form of life” as devel oped in Agamben.49 Even as Fadl’s use of his tor i-
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cal and gene a log i cal terms sug ests a sub mis sion to the legal and nor ma tive sharʿi 
order of Islam, his Sufi terms of inti macy among all  cre a tion, and between cre a tion 
and God, reveal the insuf  ciency of jurid i cal forms as well as a quest to exceed, if 
not its bounds, its bound ed ness. Therein was presupposed a simul ta neously his-
tor i cal and tran scen dent tem po ral ity forming the Alawi say yids’ hori zon of sec u lar 
and reli gious expe ri ence for cen tu ries and informing their actions in the world. 
Moreover, in their con tem pla tions of God and their exer cises of the soul, a state 
of imma nence con ceiv ably dis solves all  other states. Thus, even as a bio log i cal life 
was nec es sar ily lived out on this earth abid ing by its human terms (sec u lar and 
reli gious), the Alawi way prom ised access to life, to life-as-other (al-akhira), and to 
life-as-unity.50

Taken to its extreme, this unity as the site of lib er a tion ren ders all  sov er eignty 
inop er a tive. In the glimpses of that unity, death played an inte gral part, as did the 
rit u als that surrounded it—sub jects that defy and are in turn usu ally overlooked 
by mod ern his to ri ans. Yet strug ling with close ness to God over fear of God was a 
cru cial aspect of being Alawi that Fadl would have been unable to ignore, espe cially 
as his bio log i cal life neared its end. What he may have made of it, and the unity of 
life it reflected, must be que ried even if the answer nec es sar ily remains spec u la tive 
because the strug le, the jihad, con tin ues into the pres ent and can claim to encom-
pass all  lives and (non)life forms.

History’s Theory, Theory’s History: Chasing after Ghosts
For Fadl, it was pre cisely the form that Otto man sov er eignty took by the end of 
the nineteenth cen tury and the form of the polit i cal sub ject it com pelled, mak ing 
it indis tin guish able from Chris tian states, that was part of the prob lem of Mus-
lim free dom; sim i larly, for Du Bois, the grow ing indistinction between Afri can 
and Amer i can reli gious life in the face of cap i tal ist moder nity was the prob lem of 
Black free dom. In his final texts, then, Fadl’s reit er a tion of the sig nifi  cance of the 
ahl al-bayt and spe cifi  cally the Alawi Sufi gene al ogy, his reca pit u la tion and elab-
o ra tion of the lev els an aco lyte must mas ter in his jihad to approach God, and his 
retracing of argu ments about the supe ri or ity of gnos tic knowl edge were not just 
stan dard Sufi fare for a say yid approaching the end of his life and fear ful of the 
here aft er. If any thing, the final texts were an attempt to reconnect his life with his 
father’s, with the lat ter’s shrine, the Mampuram maqam, and in turn his Malabar 
Mus lim con stit u ency, an ocean away. 51 The tra vers ing of the ocean, which worldly 
pow ers—colo nial and Mus lim impe rial—repeat edly prevented him from doing 
since his exile in 1852, could only be accom plished by con jur ing again the spir its 
of ances tors, their shrines as con nec tive por tals, jinn, angels, and oceans existing 
beyond time-space. In this con jur ing, in this strug le to con nect, life was being 
thought oth er wise, and think ing this jihad to expe ri ence unity of life con tin ues 
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among a mul ti tude of Mus lims today. Its polit i cal poten ti al ity remains undertheo-
rized, if not entirely unknown to crit i cal the ory.

In order to make “proper” sense of Sayyid Fadl’s anti co lo nial life and have it 
speak to the ory, it is nec es sary first to acknowl edge that even the most rad i cal read-
ing prac tices can floun der in the face of unfa mil iar tra di tions. It is not that crit i cal 
the o rists’ tech niques of mak ing sense of texts are inad e quate; it is that the objects 
they tar get for recu per a tion or cri tique are still quite selec tive, and that selec tiv ity 
has the o ret i cal and world-his tor i cal impli ca tions. Whether regarded as a for mal 
field devel op ing in and from the Frankfurt School or as the many forms of cri tique 
that its lumi nar ies and their pre de ces sors inspired or informed since the rise of the 
Nazis in inter war Germany, a set of stock Euro pean fig ures from the sev en teenth to 
eigh teenth cen tu ries—and some times drawn from the ancients—form a canon i-
cal base from which the terms of eman ci pa tion have been thought. The broad field 
of crit i cal the ory with spe cific and evolv ing mat ters of con cern, which were under-
stand ably shaped by the very tragic con text of its for ma tion, can not seem to eman-
ci pate itself from that con text. In the main, this proves to be a recur sively self-
flag el lat ing quest for the truth of the polit i cal and the human in the same places, 
even though, from a very com mon sen si cal point of view, canon for ma tion would 
seem to run against the very grain of a the ory that aspires to being crit i cal, rather 
than being tied to personalities, places, or times. At this junc ture in his tory “we” 
would be jus ti fied in que ry ing what rea son there might be to remain canon-bound 
other than the absence of a will to other-knowl edge.52

We can find in Peter E. Gordon’s recent Migrants in the Profane: Critical Theory 
and the Question of Secularization much that aligns the thrust of crit i cal the ory with 
the thought of the later Fadl.53 In an inter view about the book, Gordon notes:

For the Frankfurt School the o rists, exile was not only a biographical trauma, it was also 
a fig ure of thought: the image of what does not fit into a seam less total ity of rea son, of 
what remains “neg a tive” and, in its neg a tiv ity, serves as a point of lever age for crit i cal 
prac tice. What Georg Lukács else where calls “tran scen den tal home less ness” becomes, 
one might argue, the con di tion of pos si bil ity for crit i cal the ory itself.54

The trauma of exile has not been explored here, but the con di tion of “tran scen-
den tal home less ness” was surely the ani mus of Fadl’s vary ing responses to sov er-
eignty’s marked trans for ma tion from the mid-nineteenth cen tury onward. The 
pro fane and the sec u lar with which he tar ried became sites of an aporia in the 
think ing of life, free dom, and unity. Thus, in the moment of real iz ing a his tor i cal 
rup ture, he plot ted exilic life in rela tion to unseen king doms and agencies, thereby 
renounc ing the world in ways that inter war and post war crit i cal the o rists would 
have found typ i cal of mys tics and ulti mately a polit i cal sur ren der, a resort to an 
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extrahistorical prin ci ple that poten tially under mines the ideal of free and pub lic 
crit i cal dis course.

However, this judg ment emerg ing out of the real ity of fas cist Europe and 
reproduced by con tem po rary crit ics such as Gordon was by no means shared by all  
in crit i cal the ory cir cles. Ben ja min, whom Gordon assesses as “unruly” and “self-
con tra dic tory” in his thought, crit i cally jux ta posed his tor i cal mate ri al ism and mes-
si a nism in ways that prove discomfiting for his inter loc u tors into the pres ent.55 I 
posit that the “prob lem with Ben ja min” does not seem to be his lack of coher ence 
in the resort to the theo log i cal for the pur poses of cri tique but is rather a con cep-
tion of moder nity and mod ern sub jec tiv ity that nar rowly asso ci ates polit i cal free-
dom with a kind of plu ral ism osten si bly only pos si ble within soci e ties com mit ted 
to a sec u lar pub lic sphere that is ide ally neu tral. While phil o soph i cally this may be 
more coher ent, his tor i cally it is unten a ble and raises again the ques tion of phi los o-
phy’s his tory. In other words, what does phi los o phy know of the world and its his-
tor i cal rup tures? And how does that knowl edge con tinue to limit the delin ea tion 
of the prop erly phil o soph i cal? The usu ally silent ref er ent when his tory is invoked 
remains “the West.” That West, in its sec u lar iz ing, demystifying drive in the nine-
teenth cen tury and its self-correcting tra jec tory in the twen ti eth, constructed and 
reafrmed “reli gion.” And that reli gion was a for ma tion inca pa ble of embrac ing 
“mod ern plu ral ism.” This his tory of reli gion’s fab ri ca tion is a global his tory, yet it is 
not nec es sar ily the his tory of reli gious expe ri ence or thought. The con tex tual var i-
a tions in Islam alone are man i fold and typ i cally elided in phi los o phies of reli gion. 
Thus, the claims around plu ral ism are usu ally made in igno rance of the diver sity 
of reli gious out looks on diff er ence and the Other, even when a ges ture toward the 
exis tence of diver sity as a pos si bil ity within reli gion is made. What the diverse 
forms offer  sub stan tively in terms of crit i cal debate and plu ral ism rarely reg is ter 
on the radars of sec u lar the o rists or many his to ri ans.

This point is mostly a rehashing of the post co lo nial cri tique about rep re sen-
ta tions of the Other devel oped from the end of the Reagan-Thatcher era.56 But I 
add rather polem i cally that this form of Euro cen trism is unshaken because pos i-
tive his to ries that move beyond cri tiques, includ ing the post co lo nial, of Oriental-
ism are still in short sup ply and have largely not affected the grand nar ra tives that 
shape our sense of our selves as cit i zens and crit ics—or as minor pro duc ers who 
are also mainly con sum ers of often vague ideas about how the global past unfolded 
until the moment of cri tique and of exer cis ing a polit i cal deci sion. Those vague 
ideas often have under ly ing them more spe cific con cepts like the “Asi atic mode 
of pro duc tion,” “Oriental des po tism,” and “jihad.” However, unlike the prior uses 
of phil o log i cal knowl edge to define the hall mark of mod ern phil o soph i cal dis tinc-
tions among epochs and civ i li za tions, any crit i cal the o rist worth her met tle will 
blast enor mous holes through those tropes rather than take them to be his tory. Yet 
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remaining in the lat ter’s place then would be a vac uum. The vac uum is filled with 
com plex self-undo ing notions of power and eman ci pa tion that nev er the less do not 
always track with the his to ries of the col o nized (nor the uncolonized) “East.” Or, as 
the exam ple of Du Bois dem on strates, the free doms imag ined by crit i cal the o rists 
do not always map onto the actual his tory of slav ery, even as it can par a dox i cally 
serve as the event that enables human ity to emerge.57

A fig ure such as Sayyid Fadl has a hard time pierc ing the veil between reli gion 
and the ory, despite tra vers ing a con cep tual land scape that is very much the ory in its 
pur est form: a grap pling with gen eral prin ci ples. The most gen eral and most fun da-
men tal for Fadl was God and the par a dox i cal rela tion ship with cre a tion—of abso-
lute alterity and poten tial iden tity, of unbridge able dis tance and self-anni hi lat ing 
close ness. That one can say the cen ter ing of God is reli gion par excel lence and fails 
to meet the min i mum cri te ria for being crit i cal is in itself an effect of the his tor i cal 
vac uum. I have had to avoid deeper dives into Fadl’s texts because the very con texts 
for them are in the main unknown to most who “do the ory.”

Fadl’s life does not only have to be an object of dev o tees’ hagio graphic inscrip-
tion, anti quar ian inter est, or a feeder for bet ter the ory. If the “life” in ques tion was 
also the o rized by the liv ing and by the dead (as indeed it was: life belonged to God 
hence it was shared by other humans and ani mals past, pres ent, and future and 
could be invested in texts, rel ics, shrines, and other things), then a vast and rich 
field of intel lec tual his tory remains to be plowed. We are tasked, how ever, with 
think ing about anti co lo nial ism in rela tion to crit i cal the ory. And the answer that 
begins to appear from Fadl’s final prob lem-space at the close of the nineteenth cen-
tury is that no con tri bu tion to crit i cal the ory as such is forth com ing until the ongo-
ing  revi sion of world his tory also becomes part of our com mon sense, such that 
we might see (again) the gap between anti co lo nial as being and as prom ise and the 
power(s) of het er og e nous forms of life in that in-between space, in the barzakh 
between the liv ing and the dead—until sov er eignty is not, as I’ve argued else where, 
the crit i cal denoue ment.

Unlike the rad i cal cri tiques devel oped by the trans la tors among the col o nized 
who suc cess fully led or con trib uted to the move ments that we typ i cally think of as 
anti co lo nial, from Mahatma Gandhi to Frantz Fanon, Kwame Nkrumah to Gamal 
Abdel Nasser, some of whom have made it onto the radar of the ory, Fadl’s final 
thought ful act was to rebel in a fash ion that was no lon ger intel li gi ble as hav ing 
polit i cal ram i fi ca tions in a thor oughly rup tured and reconstituted prob lem-space 
delimited by mod ern sov er eignty.58 In his jour ney back/for ward through the Sufi 
tra di tion of his fore fa thers, another sort of eman ci pa tion was sought. As Esmeir 
notes in the case of Egypt at the same time, “Modern pos i tive law col o nized Egyp-
tians by turn ing their human ity into law’s own tel e ol ogy. It takes a par tic u lar kind 
of rebel lion, not just any rebel lion, to break these chains.”59 She hints later at a site 
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of rebel lious poten ti al ity in the work of the Mus lim mod ern ist and mys tic, Tan-
tawi Jawhari (d. 1940), who was active in the decades fol low ing Fadl’s death and, 
unlike the lat ter, con ver sant with fig ures like Darwin. Yet like Fadl, Jawhari’s eth i cal 
vision, informed by Sufi tem po ral i ties and rhizomatic relationalities of life/non life, 
was nei ther a rep e ti tion of the medi e val nor a com plete renun ci a tion of the world 
but a response to and an effect of the trans for ma tion of mod ern sov er eignty and its 
new claims on human ity. They were both out of time in their pre ter nat u ral abil ity 
to see that being human was not a praise wor thy or abso lutely emancipatory end 
in itself but in fact posed new dan gers for cre a tion. In the age of polit i cal “matu-
rity” and moder nity, how ever, with the end of the Great War, their views were not 
des tined to be mean ing ful to those with anti co lo nial nation al ist or inter na tion al ist 
per spec tives.60 “While [these eth ics] may not have deter mined the course of his-
tory, they cre ated a field of poten ti al i ties for the think ing of other forms of life.”61

Thus, for an anti co lo nial ism that is also a pos i tive claim to free dom to offer some-
thing to crit i cal the ory, the offer ing must not already be wrapped in the sov er eign’s 
robes. It can not sim ply be a rehearsal of Ham let, an adap ta tion of Hobbes, or a stretch-
ing of Marx and Agamben. A pos i tive his tory of the world that makes the oper a tions 
of power leg i ble in a non bi nary, nondialectical mode must become our new world his-
tory if any anti co lo nial offer ing is to crit i cally revi tal ize the ory.62 This new knowl edge 
marks the (im)pos si bil ity of worldmaking past and future as “the trans for ma tion of 
the world through a trans for ma tion of our rep re sen ta tional prac tices.”63 The stakes 
involved in reconceiving our human his tory as truly ours and not just of one group or 
one group’s fan ta sies of oth ers is cap tured in Talal Asad’s reflec tions on the respon si-
bil ity for humans in a sec u lar regime of human rights: “Of course every body gen er-
ally has an opin ion about the cus toms and beliefs of other peo ple (‘other cul tures’), 
regard ing them as good, bad, or indiff er ent. But in my view that fact is less inter est ing 
than the ques tion of the kind of vio lence (moral, legal, mil i tary) that judge ments jus-
tify.”64 It has been my con ten tion that for a more crit i cal the ory, or for a cri tique of our 
time, which is capa ble of eman ci pat ing itself from its own tra di tional moor ings and 
thereby finally being a part of world his tory, we must actu ally un/re/do our his tory.
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Notes
1. For a similar argument about international law, see Tzouvala, “Specter of Eurocentrism.” 

For two works that treat worldmaking as a political idea(l), see Getachew, Worldmaking after 
Empire; Srinivasan, “Genealogy, Epistemology and Worldmaking.”

2. Spivak, “Ghostwriting,” 82.
3. Ghosh, In an Antique Land, 339–40.
4. Jacob, For God or Empire.
5. Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 40.
6. Agamben, Kingdom.
7. Mahmood, Politics of Piety. Also see the illuminating conversation between her, Talal Asad, 

and Judith Butler in Asad et al., Is Critique Secular?
8. For the legend of Perumal, see Jacob, For God or Empire, 56–59.
9. Ho, The Graves of Tarim.
10. On the evolving meaning of fanaticism, see Jacob, For God or Empire, 38–48.
11. Drummond, Grammar, ii; emphasis added.
12. Sharpe, “Violence of Light,” 35.
13. Esmeir, Juridical Humanity, 2.
14. See, for example, the twenty-first-century translation from Yemen, which attributes 

authorship to Al-Ahdal, The Slicing Sword. This version includes a foreword by Anwar al-
Awlaki, who in 2011 became the first US citizen to be killed by a targeted drone attack.

15. The fatwas had ceased to circulate in Malabar thanks to the British efforts to collect and 
destroy copies. The printed versions made their ways back to Malabar from Egypt.

16. Fadl had left India with an entourage of approximately sixty people.
17. Agamben, Kingdom, 47.
18. Agamben, Kingdom, 287.
19. Though she does not go this far, Butler has in her recent work tried to illuminate the ways 

in which thinking the political now from any location requires more than philosophical 
revisions of ancient conceptions of the polis or the forum. For her elegant critique of 
Hannah Arendt, from whose political concept Agamben builds, see Butler, Notes, 66–98.

20. Derrida, Rogues, 29.
21. Derrida, Rogues, 33.
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22. On the problem of Marxist temporalities in relation to “non-Western” history, see the now 
classic critique by Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe.

23. “Problem-space” is a critical lens David Scott develops in Refashioning Futures and 
redeploys in Conscripts of Modernity, in order to reanimate the spirit of C. L. R. James for 
the postcolonial present. “It is a context of argument, and therefore one of intervention. 
A problem-space, in other words, is an ensemble of questions and answers around which 
a horizon of identifiable stakes (conceptual as well as ideological-political stakes) hangs” 
(Scott, quoted in Bardawil, Revolution and Disenchantment, 21–22). Conscripts, like Derrida’s 
Specters of Marx, begins with a tipping of the hat to Hamlet’s famous line about time being 
out of joint.

24. Robinson, Black Marxism.
25. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 299.
26. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 305, 7.
27. That is, as long as the radical alterity, the scission made by Atlantic slavery, is on our radar. 

Indeed, that scission is a discovery and a condition of possibility of bridging in Saidiya 
Hartman’s tour de force, Lose Your Mother.

28. See, for example, Chalcraft, Popular Politics; Alavi, Muslim Cosmopolitanism; and Clancy-
Smith, Rebel and Saint.

29. The irony, if not brazen wrongheadedness, of reading Du Bois alongside Fadl appears in 
the British conviction that the latter, likely a slaveholder, was behind a rebellion to thwart 
the British-influenced abolition of the slave trade in the Ottoman Empire. Investigating 
this aspect of Fadl’s contradictions and ambivalences, which he was forced to confront 
as he himself went from being part of a migrant society to a forced migrant, is beyond 
the scope of this essay. Sufce it to say, his evolving relationship to slavery from the mid-
century, when discourses and practices of abolition went global, though difcult to access 
in the available sources, would deepen the discussion of emancipation in his thought. 
Was the promise of an end of spiritual freedom and reiteration of God’s injunction to the 
righteous individual to choose the steeper path, which included favoring manumission 
(Qurʾan 90:12–13), merely a means for maintaining uneven worldly privileges? 
Evidently this is a possibility, but the weight of evidence sugests it would be a shallow, 
anachronistic reading. The question of enslavement within Islamic history as well as 
modern abolitionism has received increasing attention from historians, but the route to 
freedom within Islam is often elided because of its arbitrariness, on the one hand, and the 
conservative legal consensus upholding slavery over the centuries since the death of the 
prophet, on the other. On the abolition debate coming to a head at the turn of the twentieth 
century and an excellent revision of the all-too-simplistic binary between modernizing, 
Western-influenced reformers and traditionalist, anti-Western conservatives, see Ghazal, 
“Debating Slavery.”

30. There is a cottage industry of jihad studies that focuses on “Islamic” terrorism. Alongside 
those are a large number of Islamic-studies accounts of the concept in foundational texts. 
Jihad as a conceptual and armed deployment in the contexts of imperialism, globalization, 
and post–Cold War geopolitics has also been brilliantly analyzed with different and 
nuanced conclusions on its political implications by Devji, Landscapes of the Jihad; Devji, 
Terrorist in Search of Humanity; Asad, On Suicide Bombing; and more recently, Li, The 
Universal Enemy.

31. Alexander Knysh deftly demonstrates the pitfalls of deploying the Eurocentric Christian 
binary of orthodoxy and heresy in tracing the “polyphonic” theological, gnostic, legal, 
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and philosophical thought of Muslim ulama in earlier periods, in “ ‘Orthodoxy’ and 
‘Heresy.’” For the use of the “Balkans-to-Bengal complex” as a spatiocultural formation 
demonstrating the capaciousness of the category “Islamic,” see Ahmed, What Is Islam?

32. See al-Mashhur, Shams al-zahira.
33. On women’s right to cover as a new freedom, see Jacob, “Conversion Trouble.”
34. Darryl Li’s premise in The Universal Enemy is “that there can be no general theory of jihad, at 

least outside Islamic traditions.” Li, “The Universal Enemy—an Introduction.” We proceed 
from another premise: that historically traditions have borrowed from one another 
in mutually productive ways but often efface the relevant genealogies in moments of 
purification. Therefore, the potential of jihad’s entry into a “general theory” outside the 
Islamic tradition should not be foreclosed because of its current popularity in security 
discourses.

35. The end times formed the horizon of Fadl’s thought, but it was conceived as a fulfillment of 
promise and a time to come, an eternal beginning or unfolding of life.

36. Jacob, For God or Empire, 60–79.
37. After the conquest, the EIC questioned the Hindu raja, or the Zamorin, whom they 

regarded as the traditional de jure ruler of the areas surrounding his “capital” Calicut, 
about tax collection. He alluded to the nested sovereignty of his kingdom, noting the 
traditional power of others to fortify themselves due to geographical peculiarities. Land 
had not been legally and economically organized into private property or plantations 
despite various fiscal innovations introduced during the Mysorean interregnum. Jacob, For 
God or Empire, 33. See also Benton, A Search for Sovereignty.

38. Alawi, Durr al-thamin, 3.
39. Alawi, Ottoman copy.
40. Jacob, For God or Empire, 179–88.
41. Stern, The Company-State.
42. Jacob, For God or Empire, 115–28, 182–88. A sample of Fadl’s works includes Alawi, Hadhihi 

al-ṭariqa al-ḥanīfa; Alawi, Idah al-asrar al-ʿalawiyya; Alawi, Hashiyat ba Alawi; Alawi, ʿUddat 
al-umaraʾ; Alawi, Durr al-thamin.

43. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 322–23.
44. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 323. As the twentieth century draged on in more or less 

the same manner, Du Bois continued to dream and to strugle for freedom at home and 
abroad; see Kelley, Freedom Dreams.

45. This section is a modified version of my reading of the text in For God or Empire, 182–87.
46. Alawi, Hadhihi al-ṭariqa, 2.
47. Alawi, Hadhihi al-ṭariqa, 3.
48. Alawi, Hadhihi al-ṭariqa, 3.
49. Agamben, The Highest Poverty.
50. Rendering al-akhira “life-as-other” when its standard translation is the hereafter or the 

afterlife aims to underscore the centrality of life’s many valences to Fadl’s thinking by the 
end of his own biological life, such that the folding and unfolding of times before and after 
became a visceral reality.

51. The hagiographies in Malayalam, as well as histories produced in Malabar in Malayalam 
and English, in the second half of the twentieth century, attest to a certain communal 
recognition of Fadl’s longing and extensive efforts to return to them, as well as this mode of 
connectivity on multiple planes that he sought to make his last gift. Jacob, For God or Empire, 
111–15, 150–54.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/critical-tim

es/article-pdf/4/3/417/1481847/417jacob.pdf by guest on 23 April 2024



C R IT IC A L T I M E S 4:3 |  D EC E M  B E R 2021 |  442

52. For an example of this querying that enables us to think (of ) peace as “constitutive of 
otherness,” see Idris, War for Peace.

53. Gordon, Migrants in the Profane.
54. Gordon, “Critical Theory.”
55. Gordon, “Critical Theory.”
56. A much-cited (and as often wrongly interpreted) elaboration is Spivak, “Can the Subaltern 

Speak?”
57. Buck-Morss, “Hegel and Haiti.”
58. For lesser- and better-known figures, see for example, Byrne, Mecca of Revolution; Kapila, 

“Ambedkar’s Agonism”; and Sadeghi-Boroujerdi, Revolution and Its Discontents.
59. Esmeir, Juridical Humanity, 10–11.
60. On the infantilization and marginalization of a variety of politically charged and 

intersecting emancipatory movements from the same time, see Gandhi, Affective 
Communities.

61. Esmeir, Juridical Humanity, 95.
62. This normative claim shares in some ways the insights that come from the emerging field 

of critical Muslim studies. See Sayyid, Recalling the Caliphate.
63. Srinivasan, “Genealogy,” 145.
64. Asad, Formations of the Secular, 148.
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