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The Location of Anticolonialism; or,  
Al-Afghānī, Qāsim Amīn, and Sayyid Quṭb 
at the Peripheries
M U R A D  I D R I S

abstract  Recent decades have seen a turn toward colo nial ism and anti co lo nial thought in the dis
ci pline of polit i cal the ory. This turn has done the cru cial work of bring ing ques tions of dis pos ses sion, 
racialization, and the crit i cal imaginaries of mar gin al ized bod ies of thought into the main stream of the 
dis ci pline. The expan sion, how ever, has been marked by a ten dency to type cast the archive of anti co lo
nial thought with a hand ful of fig ures. This arti cle exam ines the edge of the archive, or three think ers 
who are only at its mar gins. They are Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī, Qāsim Amīn, and Sayyid Quṭb, each of 
whom occupies a cen tral place in the archive of mod ern Islamic thought. The arti cle reads the periph er
ies of their works, trac ing the arcs formed by their inci den tal ref er ences to places around the world, and, 
ulti mately, prob ing their loca tion in anti co lo nial ism and con tem po rary crit i cal thought. The arti cle calls 
this dou ble method of selec tion and inter pre ta tion periphereia.

keywords  anti co lo nial thought, Islamic thought, dis ci pline, canon, Orientalism

1. The Edge of the Archive
Recent decades have seen an impor tant turn toward colo nial ism and anti co lo nial 
thought in the Anglo-Amer i can dis ci pline of polit i cal the ory. This turn has done 
the cru cial work of bring ing ques tions of dis pos ses sion, racialization, and the crit-
i cal imaginaries of mar gin al ized bod ies of thought into the main stream of the 
field. A dis ci pline pre vi ously lim ited to a cast of char ac ters whose col lec tive story 
could only nar rate the arc of Euro pean moder nity, and whose gath ered faces could 
only but fill in the styl ized Leviathan-like sil hou ette of the West, has been slowly 
expanding, questioning, and per haps reconstituting itself. From stud ies of the 
imbri ca tion of mod ern Euro pean think ers with set tler colo nial ism and colo nial ism 
to the study of non-Euro pean, Indigenous, and minoritized think ers, the gates of 
the dis ci pline are no lon ger as closed.
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This expan sion, how ever, has been cor re spond ingly marked by a ten dency 
to type cast a hand ful of fig ures (e.g., Du Bois, Fanon, Gandhi) whose names have 
become syn ec doch i cal for anti co lo nial thought. Thus, anti co lo nial thought comes 
to be con sti tuted as another archive of “great think ers” (or, as often ends up the 
case, a few lumi nar ies who were [mostly] great). If David Scott noted almost  
twenty years ago the trou bling trend among post co lo nial the o rists to some what 
ungen er ously—and some times dis mis sively—crit i cize ear lier anti co lo nial think-
ers, the dis ci plin ary ori en ta tion today has been to can on ize.1 The dis ci plin ary 
move ment toward can on iz ing a few select think ers and his to ries risks reify ing the 
dif er en tial inclu sion and era sures of an archive. The terms on which his tor i cal 
works and think ers attain dis ci plin ary sanc tion, the spe cific roles they are made 
to per form, and the his to rio graphic dis courses that struc ture their recep tion must 
always be sub ject to scru tiny; such terms and rep re sen ta tions reflect broader oper-
a tions of power. What unac knowl edged his to ries and assump tions, then, ani mate 
the dif er en tial inclu sion at the mar gins of the anti co lo nial archive? What modes 
and his to ries of inter pre ta tion have been fun da men tal to that topog ra phy and 
where it locates anti co lo nial ism? How should one read the edges of the archive?

In mov ing beyond merely expanding a dis ci pline, we must simul ta neously 
account for the con di tions that, at some par tic u lar moment in his tory, have placed 
cer tain works at the mar gins of an archive and for the inter pre tive lens and dis-
cur sive fil i a tions through which that work or some part of it is then read. Put dif-
fer ently, it is impor tant to insist, with Scott, on read ing texts in the ruins of the 
post co lo nial pres ent, and read ing them, too, as the ruins of a dis ci pline—that is, 
to read their names as signs par tially absorbed into a dis ci plin ary his to rio graphic 
dis course and to read the texts as containing anti co lo nial signs that remain par-
tially bur ied. “Does the moral point of anti co lo nial ism,” Scott asks, “depend on 
constructing colo nial ism as a par tic u lar kind of obsta cle to be over come? Does the 
pur chase or salience of anti co lo nial ism depend on a cer tain nar ra tive form, a cer-
tain rhythm, and a cer tain con cep tion of tem po ral ity?”2 I take these ques tions to 
invite us to scrutinize the moral valences and polit i cal rhythms of the pres ent, of 
anti co lo nial ism in the text, and of a dis ci pline’s ongo ing attempts to demar cate, 
pro duce, con strain, and absorb the anti co lo nial archive and sub ject. Alongside 
Scott’s crit i cal diag no sis of what might be called the will to romance, and along-
side his renarration of colo nial moder nity through the prism of trag edy in order to 
con sider how a thinker delib er ately recon sti tutes what counts as a prob lem, there 
remain the fun da men tal ques tions of the con sti tu tion of the anti co lo nial archive 
itself: what is in it, how to read it, where to locate its prob lems, and what deter-
mines who its legit i mate speak ers are.

This arti cle exam ines three think ers located at the mar gins of the anti co lo nial 
archive. The first is Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī (1838–1897), a pan-Islamic  modernist 
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and a cor ner stone in the treat ment of the Mus lim world as a geo po lit i cal unity. 
The sec ond is al-Afghānī’s con tem po rary, the lib eral mod ern ist and jurist Qāsim 
Amīn (1863–1908), whose social Dar win ism advo cated the edu ca tion of women 
as a means for national prog ress. The third is the the o rist of the Mus lim Brother-
hood, Sayyid Quṭb (1906–1966), often denounced as the ideo log i cal inspi ra tion 
for “Islamic ter ror ism.” Each is crit i cal of colo nial ism and its oper a tions; at a min-
i mum, their writ ings dem on strate the sheer com plex ity of nav i gat ing and the o-
riz ing colo nial ism’s struc tures, audi ences, and scales.

The three are also fun da men tal to the con tem po rary con struc tion of a canon 
of mod ern Islamic thought. The dom i nant dis ci plin ary lenses and his to rio graph-
i cal inher i tances through which they have been apprehended keep anti co lo nial-
ism out of sight; in this land scape, anti co lo nial ism is siphoned of to other fields. 
Instead, these lenses and inher i tances make al-Afghānī a conspiracist of eso ter-
i cism, sec u lar ism, and var i ous plots, a thinker who only alle ges belief in Islam 
in front of Mus lims but confesses unbe lief to a Euro pean audi ence, and whose 
polit i cal activ i ties ren der any of his alle giances sus pect. Although anti-impe-
rial, al-Afghānī’s writ ings are alleged to con tain lay ers of decep tion toward the 
masses of col o nized Mus lims. Meanwhile, Amīn is made into a cli ent of Euro pean 
empire, or a Europhile who puts on a show of chas tis ing Euro pe ans and quot ing 
the Qurʾān but exposes his obsession with European progress and him self as a 
par rot of colo nial dis course. Finally, Sayyid Quṭb exemplifies the reli gious fanatic, 
or the rad i cal Mus lim who justifies reli gious vio lence and abso lut ist the oc racy, 
and whose writ ings have “sup plied ideo log i cal fuel for mil i tancy in Egypt and 
beyond for decades.”3

These three roles—conspiracist, cli ent, and reli gious fanatic—inad ver tently 
push al-Afghānī, Amīn, and Quṭb to the edges of the anti co lo nial archive. These 
roles reflect the nar row ways in which their rela tion ships to colo nial ism and anti-
co lo nial ism have been read, in favor of eval u a tions of their piety and how “Islamic” 
they are. Their writ ings, how ever, con tain a dif er ent kind of engage ment with 
anti co lo nial ism: not a sustained med i ta tion so much as a series of impulses, not 
a solid line so much as the out line of an ellipse. It is these anti co lo nial impulses 
and ellipses that this arti cle exca vates. Beyond the con struc tion of al-Afghānī as 
conspiracist, I exca vate his atten tion to the logis tics of colo nial con quest. Beyond 
the image of Amīn as empire’s cli ent, I draw out his momen tary reflec tion on how 
ties with Europe are an instru ment of slowly exter mi nat ing the col o nized. Finally, 
beyond Quṭb as a fanatic ideo logue, I exca vate his uses of a lexicon drawn from crit-
i cal polit i cal econ omy and his cri tiques of how Orientalism is a colo nial ist ideology 
embed ded in cap i tal ism. Each of these impulses rep re sents an acknowl edg ment 
of struc tural con nec tions, infrastructural routes, and shared fates across the col o-
nized world; seen at an angle, each exam ple lightly traces the con tours of an ellipse, 
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the arc of which binds together colo nial geog ra phies, tem po ral i ties, and archives. 
Each ellipse dis rupts the dom i nant dis ci plin ary cho re og ra phy to pro voke us ulti-
mately into prob ing the lim its of the gene al o gies of con tem po rary thought.

As I detail in the next sec tion, I call this dou ble method of selec tion and inter-
pre ta tion periphereia: selecting a work located at the edges of the archive and ret ro-
ac tively exca vat ing the anti co lo nial cir cuits and con tours at the edges of that work 
itself. As a mode of selec tion, a periphereitic read ing approaches recep tion his tory 
as a dis course, one that posi tions a work inside or out side a par tic u lar archive. As 
a her me neu tic, it cre ates a cross sec tion in each work, closely read ing the con stel-
la tion of places, objects, and ana lyt ics that it out lines and trac ing con tours that 
seem to point beyond the work’s own con cep tual struc ture; exca vat ing such con-
stel la tions dis rupts the work’s archi val loca tion. This is not to say that al-Afghānī’s, 
Amīn’s, or Quṭb’s pre scrip tions or com mit ments should be endorsed or approached 
for value instruc tion. Nor is it to say that they should be cen tral to or even part of a 
new canon of anti co lo nial ism; a periphereia is a momen tary, sug es tive, untimely 
slice of a big er whole, and thus, I think, uncanonizable if not against can on i za tion 
itself. Reading periphereitically does, how ever, chal lenge the terms on which these 
think ers are read; it might also dis rupt the invest ment in canon-build ing. Regarded 
from a dif er ent angle, the appar ently stray or loose threads—in mar ginal obser-
va tions or meander ing tropes—weave momen tary, alter na tive cir cuits in texts. In 
such moments, each text exceeds the lim ited place that the dis ci pline has allot-
ted it. Reading this way entan gles each thinker, like an inter loper, in mul ti ple geo-
graphic zones, in oth ers’ pasts and futures, and in con tem po rary bod ies of thought.

2. Periphereia; or, The Contours of the World
Reading Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī, Qāsim Amīn, and Sayyid Quṭb periphereitically is 
a dou ble method. As a mode of selec tion, it chal lenges their lim ited archi val loca-
tion and the cor  ol lary culturalized roles each is made to exem plify. It dis rupts how 
“Islamic thought” cir cum scribes the con di tions of their appear ance and their set-
tled place ment at the edge of anti co lo nial ism. In this sense, periphereia runs coun-
ter to the dis ci plin ary dis courses and invest ments that have struc tured their recep-
tion. Meanwhile, as a method of inter pre ta tion, to read periphereitically is to turn to 
the edges of the work, to what appears at its mar gins, and to exca vate the arcs and 
routes that those periph eral con sid er ations sug est. These arcs lie beyond a dis ci-
plin ary under stand ing of Islam as a prob lem or a solu tion (whether in these works 
or in the schol ar ship surrounding them). They point to routes and con nec tions that 
may well be autho rized by tex tual invo ca tions of Islam but that do not belong to 
the text’s inter ven tions about the struc ture of soci ety, law, and polit i cal the ol ogy. 
Instead, the arcs dis rupt the cho re og ra phy of dis ci plin ary can on i za tions and inter-
ject new think ers into the gene al o gies of con tem po rary thought.
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The ellipse traced by periphereitic read ing should be dis tin guished from nomos. 
In The Nomos of the Earth, Carl Schmitt devel ops the idea of nomos as a sharp, solid 
line that marks divi sions and dis tinc tions in the lan guage of law.4 Periphereia is  
nei ther an alter na tive nomos nor its nega tion. To read a text in accor dance with the 
grid of nomos is to draw out the cen tral lines carved into the world it rep re sents or 
calls forth—the lines that pro vide a “unity of order and ori en ta tion” or that struc ture 
a polit i cal com mu nity’s lim its, hier ar chies, ene mies, and modes of engage ment.5

Alongside the nomos that carves the globe is what I have been call ing the 
 periphereia (pl. periphereies), or the con tours of the world. These other sig na tures 
are some times made pos si ble by the divi sions of nomos, and some times they 
appear on entirely dif er ent planes. They do not mark dis tinct zones so much as 
tem po rary routes and momen tary con nec tions. If Schmitt’s nomos is sym bol ized 
as a per sis tent sharp line, periphereia is an ephem eral ellipse. It can be visu al-
ized not as lines of divi sion and par ti tion but as arcs, cir cuits, and con tours. The 
Greek term periphereia (cir cum fer ence, outer sur face, con tour, arc) referred once 
to admin is tra tive enti ties and regions, just as nomos referred to the admin is tra-
tive sub unit in a periph ery. Although it is also the word from which the English 
“periph ery” is derived, I do not mean to restate the basic divi sion and hier ar chy 
between metropole/periph ery, col o nizer/col o nized, and leg is la tion/law less ness: 
the nomos of colo nial moder nity. When I use the word periphereia, its older con-
nec tion to nomos is an invi ta tion to crit i cally see the incom plete routes and half-
bur ied paths webbed around nomos, and to hear an echo of the res o nances that 
define the shared fates of those who live in the periph ery.

A periphereia begins where the text describes a con nec tion to other parts of 
the world or his tor i cal moments that are not oth er wise its cen tral stage. The con-
nec tion does not par ti tion; it uses a com mon lan guage that makes the dis tant seem 
near. By fol low ing these ref er ences and draw ing out the vocab u lar ies, impres sions, 
and con tours they inad ver tently out line, a periphereitic read ing con nects the seg-
ments of these arcs out of the text and into the pres ent—catapulting the text into 
con tem po rary crit i cal thought and con cepts, as an inter loper in their gene al o gies. 
If nomos names, a periphereia makes a cross sec tion in which the work betrays the 
role it has been given. If nomos divi des, a periphereia traces dis tant con nec tions 
and untimely links. And if nomos marks, a periphereia dis ap pears from view in 
gaps that do not quite inter sect with the rest. Periphereies are not the ruins of an 
old nomos, but they can resem ble ruins, like faint carv ings and incom plete signs. 
They are nei ther a hid den tran script of resis tance nor the itin er ary of an alter na tive 
order. They become vis i ble from a spe cific angle, through points that do not fit with 
the rest and whose signs point in a dif er ent direc tion. Their gaps and seg ments 
can blink around por tions of a nomos, some times cir cu i tously, to ret ro spec tively 
and momen tar ily pro duce par tial res o nance or map a cir cuit along unlikely paths. 
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At first glance (and even after deep exam i na tion), a periphereia does not lead some-
where defi  nite. Its arc cul mi na tes in a prov o ca tion. Nonetheless, it exceeds both 
the world that the lines of nomos mold and the struc tures of mean ing that a nomo-
thetic read ing strives to resolve, appre hend, and exhaust.

A nomo thetic read ing searches for coher ence, seeks to rec on cile con tra dic-
tions, and dia grams ele gant sys tems. It makes through lines to define the whole. 
A periphereitic read ing does not rep re sent the whole; instead of con tra dic tions 
and argu ments, its shift in per spec tive regards the stray mark ings of arcs that fade, 
routes that end, and thin streams that lead to no seas. Al-Afghānī’s, Amīn’s, and 
Quṭb’s writ ings can, undoubt edly, be read—and have been read—with a focus on 
coher ence, con tra dic tion, and the whole, along side their calls for var i ous reforms 
or a gen eral social blue print. All this reg is ters across their texts as an engage ment 
with the injus tices of Euro pean dom i na tion and the recon sti tu tion of an Islam that 
can pro vide free dom, jus tice, and prog ress for Mus lims. Thus al-Afghānī invokes 
an Islam that embraces rea son and prog ress to over come mate ri al ism, impe ri al-
ism, and sec u lar ism. Qāsim Amīn describes an Islam com pat i ble with the Enlight-
enment, one that finds prog ress by shed ding what he casts as oppres sive cus toms 
and hab its extrin sic to Islam itself. Sayyid Quṭb treats Islam as a sin gu lar sys tem 
that can trans form soci ety and restore God’s sov er eignty. Each of these polit i cal 
the ol o gies occupies an impor tant place in their thought. These read ings are not 
wrong. But they have tended to over shadow other aspects of their writ ings.

To read periphereitically draws on what Alexis Wick calls “slow overreading,” 
or sal vag ing the worlds concealed in appar ently triv ial or quo tid ian terms—be they 
phrases, places, events, or cita tions. Here, too, the dis tinc tion between pri mary and 
sec ond ary source blurs, in ways that cen ter the text’s inci den tal plays with real ity 
and rep re sen ta tion, mate ri al ity and lit er ar i ness.6 To antic i pate the next sec tions, 
such cir cuits appear when al-Afghānī nar rates the trav els of those sub jects and 
mate rial objects that con sti tute the vio lence of the colo nial world: weap ons, their 
inven tion, their sei zure, their itineraries. The cir cuits lie in momen tary res o nances 
and iden ti fi ca tions across tem po ral den si ties, or when Qāsim Amīn rede scribes the 
elim i na tion of the native through set tler colo nial ism as the slow future of other 
col o nies engaged in colo nial trade. The cir cuits are in the appar ent deploy ment 
of a crit i cal the o retic vocab u lary out side of its dis cur sive ter rain, as when Sayyid 
Quṭb elab o rates colo nial ism as an ideology of knowl edge pro duc tion that relies on 
mis sion ar ies, Orientalists, and depen dency. To read the texts periphereitically is to 
focus on uncon ven tional moments that reimag ine the archive and “undiscipline” 
al-Afghānī, Amīn, and Quṭb as inter lop ers in con ver sa tions about the logis tics of 
mil i ta rized empire, geno cide and trade, and Orientalism and depen dency the ory. 
In these moments, each seems to see, through an “Islamic” dis course, the shared 
fates, futures, and idi oms of the col o nized.
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3. Beyond Conspiracist: Al-Afghānī and Armies
Much of the Anglophone schol ar ship on Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī has focused on 
explaining ambiv a lences and con tra dic tory state ments across his works, par tic u-
larly when he seems to say dif er ent things to dif er ent audi ences, and some times 
read ing them against the back drop of his polit i cal activ ity and alle giances. The 
result has been the con struc tion of al-Afghānī as a conspiracist involved in a diz-
zy ing array of intrigues, in which the sin cer ity of his piety is at stake. From his 
uncer tain national ori gins to his “rather obscure” activ i ties in India, Istanbul, and 
Russia, from the ideas that he was secretly a Free ma son, a free think ing athe ist, or 
a dis sim u lat ing elit ist, to the unde cid abil ity between the Orientalist pre sump tion 
that al-Afghānī only spoke honestly about Islam when he confessed its short com-
ings to a Euro pean audi ence or the oppo site view that his apol ogy had, in fact, 
“duped” Euro pe ans into see ing him as an ally, some inter pret ers have—and not 
always with out rea son—read his writ ings and life as a menag erie of con spir a cies.7

Scholars tend to point to the diver gences across two sets of al-Afghānī’s texts. 
The first is an 1881 essay titled Ḥaqīqat-e Maẕhab-e Naychirīye va bayān-e ḥāl-e 
Naychirīyān (The Truth of the Naturalist Sect and an Explanation of the Naturalists), 
which was trans lated into Ara bic some years later as al-Radd ʿalā al-dahrīyīn (Refu-
tation of the Materialists).8 There, al-Afghānī attacked phil o soph i cal posi tions that 
explain the world with out ref er ence to a tran scen dent God. He argued that Islam is 
the reli gion of rea son and tran scen dence. The sec ond set of doc u ments were writ-
ten seven years later. The famous anti-Semitic phi lol o gist Ernest Renan deliv ered a 
lec ture in Paris on the racial infe ri or ity of Islam and its incom pat i bil ity with sci ence. 
Al-Afghānī wrote two sep a rate responses published two weeks apart.9 The for mer, a 
three-par a graph edi to rial in Ara bic, observed that Renan, although polite, had been 
thor oughly crit i cized by other French intel lec tu als who rushed to defend Islam; al-
Afghānī redirected atten tion to English Protestant mis sion ary and colo nial activ-
ity in India as the real threat. The lat ter was a lon ger reply in French that affirmed 
Euro pean prog ress and argued for the abil ity of Mus lim soci ety to develop and for 
Mus lims to be enlight ened but con ceded that reli gion could cause decline and sti fle 
rea son. As Jens Hanssen and Max Weiss note, “al-Afghani’s cri tique all  too read ily 
accepted the false prem ise that Euro pean supe ri or ity was based on sci ence and rea-
son—rather than on eco nomic and mil i tary might derived from the Atlan tic slave 
trade—because he shared Renan’s con cepts of time and civ i li za tion.”10 Renan him-
self responded pos i tively, appar ently flattered. Meanwhile, al-Afghānī’s stu dent and 
col lab o ra tor Muḥammad Aʿbduh is said to have writ ten pri vately to al-Afghānī, con-
fessing that it was for tu nate that his attempt to find a trans la tor for the French arti cle 
had failed; reli gion should only be crit i cized from the point of view of reli gion, and 
were al-Afghānī to look at them, he would only see pious men. Guided by his shifts 
in empha sis, al-Afghānī’s inter pret ers have sought to dis cern his true inten tions,  
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reli gious and polit i cal agen das, and loy al ties, espe cially his views on Islam and prog-
ress. With a hand ful of excep tions, the debate has treated his anti co lo nial thought 
as sec ond ary to his per sonal piety or “anti-Western” views, with unten a ble assump-
tions about schol ars’ access to autho rial intent and sin cer ity.11

Furthermore, in privileg ing those sets of doc u ments, the debate has largely 
treated the con tent of the jour nal that al-Afghānī founded and wrote with 
Muḥammad Aʿbduh in Paris in 1884 as unim por tant.12 That has been the case even 
though the jour nal is widely rec og nized as “the first pan-Islamic” serial pub li ca tion 
and exem plary of the mod ern for mu la tion of an essen tial ized Islamic civ i li za tion 
and iden tity.13 The jour nal ran for just under eight months and had a total of eigh-
teen issues. It was called al-ʿUrwa al-wuthqā (The Surest Bond).14 Its title adapts a 
Qurʾānic phrase to inter pel late its read ers as shar ing in the stron gest sol i dar ity, 
one that took shared Mus lim iden ti fi ca tion as the basis for anti co lo nial resis tance.15 
The jour nal’s arti cles move from brief com men tar ies on Qurʾānic verses to updates 
on Euro pean activ ity in the Mus lim world—espe cially Brit ish activ ity—to ana ly-
ses of social and polit i cal issues across these ter ri to ries, with a fre quent Egypt-  
cen trism. The authors explain the focus on Egypt thus: “Mus lims on any plot of 
land are concerned with the ques tion of what hap pens in Egypt. In fact, their souls 
are over taken by grief when ever they see or hear that a for eign sol dier roams in its 
direc tion, whether to fight or to defend. The sig nifi  cance of Egypt, for them, is not 
that of some other countries. It is the cen ter of Islam [buhrat al-Islām] and the gate 
to the sacred places of Mecca and Medina.”16

By focus ing on this jour nal’s con tent, the remain der of this sec tion ofers a 
periphereitic read ing of al-Afghānī. Whereas the fix a tion on al-Afghānī’s inte ri-
or ity—that is, his belief or unbe lief—facil i tates his con struc tion as conspiracist, 
read ing the edges of the jour nal’s arti cles out lines a dif er ent con spir acy—namely, 
the infrastructural traces of Euro pean colo nial ism. In the fourth issue of the jour-
nal, published on April 3, 1884, in an arti cle whose title quotes a Qurʾānic verse 
about dis cern ment and tak ing heed, the authors reframe the civilizational com-
par i son between Islam and Chris tian ity. In the pro cess, the arti cle inad ver tently 
pro vin cial izes the civilizational dis course, displacing it with atten tion to the mate-
ri al ity of con quest. God, the arti cle begins, cre ated humans with the abil ity to learn, 
make things, inno vate, and invent. Following a lengthy phil o soph i cal dis course on 
human nature, the arti cle sud denly shifts: “That said, the topic of our dis cus sion 
now is the Chris tian com mu nity and the Islamic com mu nity.”17 Chris tian ity, it goes 
on, is “the peace ful reli gion” and the reli gion of love and sub mis sion that preaches 
turn ing the other cheek. Islam, on the other hand, is built on the pur suit of vic-
tory, valor, con quest, and glory; it refuses any rule and any gov ern ment that do not 
accord with its laws and ordi nances. Whoever reads the Qurʾān, the arti cle says, 
would rea son ably assume that Mus lims are world lead ers in the arts of war and 
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inven tors of all  new weap ons. And yet, in the course of their devel op ment, Chris-
tian ity and Islam have traded places.18 Thus Euro pean Chris ten dom has become 
the most adept in the arts of war:

Whoever com pares the two reli gions will be baf ed at how the Krupp and Mitrailleuse 
can nons were invented by the chil dren of the for mer reli gion rather than the lat ter; 
with how the Martini-Henry rifle would be found in the lands of the for mer before the 
oth ers! How it ruled fortresses, equipped ships with arms and armor, and seized the 
seas’ straits with the fore arms of the peo ple of safety and peace, and not the peo ple of 
vic tory and war.19

Chris ten dom, it turns out, is the reli gion of war and con quest; or rather, those who 
regard them selves as its heirs are the peo ple of con quest. A civilizational compara-
tivism concerned with extracting pol i tics out of scrip ture and reli gion misses this 
dynamic. The inven tion of advanced weap onry and mas tery of the arts of war con-
sti tutes an ellipse that arcs out side the jour nal’s usual car tog ra phy of “the Mus lim 
world” and exceeds the schol arly dis course about al-Afghānī’s inten tions.

The Krupp can non is one such seg ment along this ellipse. Consider the dis cus-
sions of Tonkin’s con quest by the French, both for the reappearance of the Krupp 
can non and the transregional map they out line. In its sec ond issue, from March 
20, 1884, the jour nal turns the reader’s gaze out side the rela tions of Euro pean col-
o nizer and Mus lim col o nized. The arti cle is titled “The French in Tonkin.” It reads:

Months have passed while the French have waited to see where their armies’ move-
ments in Tonkin will lead. They were about to doubt whether the out come would be 
good until a tele graph came to the Secretary of War [nāẓir al-jihādīya] in Paris from the 
com mander in chief that the French sol diers had entered Bắc Ninh along a path that 
leads to Lạng Sơn. The Chi nese were defeated and pushed toward Ninh Bình, at which 
point the French attacks on them inten si fied both from the north and the east. They 
suf ered severe losses. Meanwhile, the French car ried away no more than seventy men. 
The French armies also took a large quan tity of pro vi sions and an entire bat tery of Krupp 
can nons which they found in the Bắc Ninh cit a del.20

This periphereia does not end there. A new point will have been charted because, 
after all , the French forces cap tured an entire bat tery of Krupp can nons—and what 
does the col o nizer do with cap tured Krupp can nons if not deploy them else where? 
The can nons raise the spec ter of a mil i ta rized empire whose con quests bind dis tant 
places together. Indeed, the arti cle ends by pivoting to Egypt: “In our esti ma tion, 
con quests such as this one nei ther help the French for get their grief nor con sole 
them over what they lost in Egypt. The ban dage does not mend those wounds.”21  
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It implies that French vio lence in Southeast Asia is a reac tion to hav ing lost Egypt 
and that France’s colo nial desires—and trauma—con tinue to pose a threat. Egypt 
is the appar ently irre place able prize. The con quest of Tonkin performed French 
impe rial power; the expe di tion itself is the con se quence of the empire’s ear lier loss.

The rare moment represented by this arti cle sketches a dif er ent set of global 
res o nances. The con nec tions are largely unelaborated, beyond the line about 
French sor row and anx i ety over Egypt fuel ing its col o ni za tion else where and the 
allu sion to cap tured weap ons and pro vi sions empowering fur ther colo nial con-
quest.22 In the next issue, the jour nal sur veyed the Anglo-French colo nial rivalry. 
French news pa pers, al-Afghānī and Aʿbduh report, finally under stand the motives 
behind Brit ish colo nial actions in Egypt. French news pa pers have asked their gov-
ern ment to mil i tarily occupy the island of Disei, of the coast of Eritrea in the 
Dahlak Archipelago in the Red Sea; author i ties in Massawa protested, echo ing the 
Brit ish War Secretary’s claim that the coasts of the Red Sea are the road to India, 
the cen ter piece of the Brit ish Empire. They con tinue: “However, we can even say 
that it is the road to Tonkin [north ern Vietnam], Cochinchina [south ern Vietnam], 
and Madagascar. And, even more, occu py ing that island is one of the most impor-
tant require ments for mon i tor ing the ban on the slave trade, as dic tated by the 
treaty between us and England.”23

The res o nances and momen tary strokes here can be read periphereitically. 
These sites and mil i tary objects shift the jour nal’s orbit from Egypt and “the Mus lim 
world” to other col o ni za tions. These con nec tions bring a new view to the sur face. 
First, the car tog ra phy that these arti cles out line exceeds both al-Afghānī’s inte ri-
or ity and pan-Islamic sol i dar ity. To read al-Afghānī periphereitically is to con nect 
the momen tary res o nances and the cir cu la tions they put into play. The res o nances 
then pro vide a par al lax view point that plots Egypt, Tonkin, and Dahlak on the same 
map. From this view point, the route by which colo nial ism secures its hold can be 
more broadly charted. It makes vis i ble an ellipse in which the col o nized—in Disei, 
Egypt, Tonkin, India, China, Madagascar—share a fate.

Indeed, two of the French bri gades involved in Tonkin were led by gen er als 
who had served in Senegal and who had suppressed an anti co lo nial rebel lion in 
Algeria. The trav els of the gen er als and their reg i ments vio lently bind China and 
Africa, trac ing the polit i cal form of colo nial mil i tary sup pres sion. Their coor di na-
tes do not deter mine the ter ri to rial bound aries of an empire; rather, like points on 
a grid, the gen er als’ itineraries trace a periphereia: the con quest of Tonkin calls up 
Senegal and Algeria, rebel lion and sup pres sion.

The arti cles lightly trace the con nec tions between sites of colo nial vio lence, 
rebel lion, and anx i ety. Their reports inad ver tently point to the tem po ral i ties of 
mil i tary cam paigns, from the inven tion of the Krupp can non as the other face of a 
dis course about “Islamic vio lence,” to the global trav els of colo nial mil i tary offi cials 
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and their units, to the cir cu la tion and rede ploy ment of mil i tary tech nol o gies. To 
read these arti cles periphereitically is to con nect the logis tics of colo nial vio lence 
and the named sites that this vio lence binds together. It is to find in al-Afghānī’s 
allu sions to the cir cu la tion of Krupp can nons a the o ri za tion of militant empire and 
a diag no sis of its anx ious insa tia bility; it is to see his ref er ences to the inven tion 
of the Krupp can non as exem pli fy ing dis cus sions of colo nial hypoc risy, in which 
the col o nizer cham pi ons the rhet o ric of lov ing peace while, in fact, increas ing the 
destruc tive ness of war. The two come together in a polit i cal the ol ogy that enables 
and obscures a colo nial polit i cal econ omy: the inces sant rep e ti tion of a sec u lar-
ized civilizational com mit ment to peace serves to deny impe rial mil i ta ri za tion and 
plun der; and, at the same time, the nat u ral ized descrip tion of an Islamic devo tion 
to vio lence serves to shore up the claim that reli gious and civilizational dif er ence 
distinguishes the col o nized Mus lim from the col o nizer and from other col o nized 
peo ples—even as the itineraries of plun der say oth er wise.

4. Beyond Client: Qāsim Amīn and Annihilation
The lib eral jurist Qāsim Amīn accepted a notion of “prog ress” and phi los o phies of 
his tory that treat Europe as the stan dard and non-Euro pean peo ples as occu pants 
in the “waiting room” of his tory.24 As with the Enlightenment-era developmental-
ist dis courses fun da men tal to the writ ings of John Stu art Mill and Imman uel Kant, 
Amīn’s developmentalism trans lates geo graphic diver sity into his tor i cal sequence: 
dif er ence points to lag. The pro gres sion of human devel op ment divi des the world 
into devel oped and unde vel oped, civ i lized and unciv i lized, mod ern and pre mod-
ern. According to his social Dar win ism, Mus lims must mod ern ize.

Thanks to Leila Ahmed’s impor tant work in the 1990s, and Albert Hourani’s 
in the 1960s, it is now widely rec og nized that Amīn was never the “father of Egyp-
tian fem i nism.”25 When he called for the edu ca tion of Egyp tian women, it was 
because he con sid ered it inte gral to the nation’s prog ress. In his three major 
works, he argued in favor of the edu ca tion of women as some thing neces si tated by 
his tory and autho rized by Islam. As with al-Afghānī’s response to Renan’s lec ture, 
Amīn’s Les égyptiens (1894)26 is a response to a Euro pean: Charles François Marie 
d’Harcourt’s L’Égypte et les égyptiens (1893). D’Harcourt had described Egyp tian 
back ward ness and insisted that prog ress and reform in Egypt were impos si ble.27 
Amīn replied that prog ress was pos si ble and ongo ing. A few years later, Amīn 
published two books in Ara bic: Taḥrīr al-marʾa (The Liberation of Women, 1899), 
which ofered an inter pre ta tion of Islam and the Qurʾān in sup port of women’s 
rights, and then a response to crit ics, al-Marʾa al-jadīda (The New Woman, 1900).28

The schol ar ship on Amīn has focused on his views about Islam and gen der, 
treating them as symp tom atic of colo nial dis course. Because his engage ment 
with Islamic his tory and the Qurʾān appears pri mar ily in The Liberation of Women,  
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schol ars have approached it with sus pi cion. Meanwhile, his admi ra tion for Europe 
and his reli ance on Euro pean sources and exam ples are appar ent in Les égyptiens 
and The New Woman. It is lit tle sur prise then that the schol ar ship has been defined 
by Leila Ahmed’s admon ish ment that not only is Amīn not the father of fem i nism 
but that he is in fact “the son of [the Brit ish colo nial admin is tra tor in Egypt, Lord] 
Cromer and colo nial ism.”29 As I have shown else where, in this Ahmed fol lows both 
Amīn’s crit ics in early twen ti eth-cen tury Egypt and his admir ers in Europe who 
took his enthu si asm for Euro pean phi los o phy, tech nol ogy, and soci ety to indi cate 
that he was a cli ent of empire.30

Amīn’s crit i cisms of the Euro pean impe rial pres ence in Egypt gen er ally 
appealed to a devel op men tal tel e ol ogy in order to assert Egypt’s place in it. On 
the one hand, prog ress is a law of nature: as he says to d’Harcourt, no nation is 
immune to “the law of per fect ibil ity that gov erns the whole uni verse. And did not 
nineteenth-cen tury France have this past as we now do?”31 The cru cial dif er ence 
between the col o nized world and Europe’s pre co lo nial Middle Ages is Europe—
or rather, the absence of Europe. Rather than the Euro cen trism that sees in Euro-
pean hege mony evi dence of its greater worth, Amīn asserts that “Egypt has before 
it a for mi da ble obsta cle: it is Europe.”32 Euro pean rule, not Islam, it turns out, is 
the arbi trary, abso lut ist des po tism that the col o nized must over come: “Europe has 
been the one and the big est obsta cle against which we have been strug ling to 
regain our place in the world.”33

On the other hand, in The Liberation of Women and in The New Woman, Amīn 
affirms that there are no obsta cles pre vent ing Egyp tians spe cifi  cally and Mus lims 
broadly from prog ress. All that is needed, he argues, is a return to what he identi-
fies as Islam’s “orig i nal” com mit ment to gen der equal ity by shed ding all  pre-Islamic 
and non-Islamic cus toms, together with a com mit ment to self-improve ment. 
Egypt, he writes, faces abso lutely no obsta cles—cer tainly not Europe—except the 
lack of hard work: “There are no obsta cles pre vent ing us from walk ing on this path 
of sal va tion except for those in our selves.”34 He intensifies the apol ogy in The New 
Woman, responding acer bi cally to Egyp tian crit ics who found him too Europhilic: 
if Euro pe ans had intended to truly harm Egypt, he says, they would have sim ply left 
Egyp tians to their own devices.35

But in between these claims about Europe, Egypt, and the tem po ral ity of prog-
ress, Amīn momen tar ily ofers a dif er ent descrip tion of colo nial ism. This other 
descrip tion begins with a social Dar win ian under stand ing of the Euro pean pres-
ence in Egypt. Amīn then resituates this pres ence in rela tion to Euro pean actions 
across the globe. To read these pas sages periphereitically means trac ing the res o-
nances across the places they gather. The descrip tions, I sug est, out line dif er ent 
kinds of colo nial ism only to inad ver tently dis rupt the belief that they have rad i cally 
diver gent hori zons.
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Amīn affirms God as the author of social Dar win ian human devel op ment 
around the globe. He invokes the “law of mutual com pe ti tion for sur vival [qānūn  
al-tazāḥum fī al-ḥayāt]” as if it is an Islamic doc trine: “It is an instinct with which 
God endowed every spe cies in order to enable it to advance toward per fec tion. 
Members who prove too weak in the com pe ti tion for dom i nance against their 
oppo nents dis ap pear, elim i nated from exis tence and vanishing into noth ing ness. 
Meanwhile, God grants clear vic tory to the one who emerges stron ger in the com-
pe ti tion; he returns from the fields of per pet ual bat tle, his tri umph evi dence of his 
supe ri or ity and dis tinc tion over oth ers in his spe cies.”36 He describes the steady 
advance ment of Euro pean colo nial ism, in which the Egyp tian colo nial story is only 
one small part of a plan e tary struc ture:

Our nation [Egypt] has never gone through an age when it faced as much dan ger 
as it does now. The civ i li za tion of Western nations advances with the momen tum 
of steam and elec tric ity, until it has spread from its ori gin to every part of the 
inhabited world. There is not an inch on which it hasn’t stepped foot. Whenever it 
enters a place, it appro pri ates the sources of its wealth, such as agri cul ture, indus-
try, and com merce. There is no method that it has not deployed in order to ben e fit 
itself, regard less of any harms it inflicts on all  the orig i nal inhab i tants of those 
regions.37

Within this appar ently nat u ral strug le, he gives Euro pean con quest and resource 
extrac tion an itin er ary. Egypt is of a kind with India, Algeria, China, and Zanzibar: 
“In fact, what drives the English to reside in India, the French in Algeria, the Rus-
sian in China, and the Ger man in Zanzibar is a love for profit and the desire to gain 
riches from countries that have trea sures but whose inhab i tants nei ther under-
stand their value nor the means to ben e fit from them!”38

Amīn con tin ues, draw ing a dis tinc tion between two vari e ties of Euro pean 
colo nial ism. One vari ety is the elim i na tion of the native:

If they encoun ter a prim i tive nation, no mat ter how wretched it is, they either exter mi-
nate its peo ple and destroy them [abādū ahlahā wa-ahlakūhum], or they remove them 
from their land [ajlawhum ʿan arḍihim]. This is what hap pened in America and Aus-
tralia, and it is hap pen ing right now in Africa, where one finds no trace of the orig i nal 
inhab i tants of the areas that the Euro pean has occu pied, for they either left on their 
own or were forced to leave.39

Meanwhile, the other vari ety fol lows a more indi rect route. Instead of out right 
dis pos ses sion, it is slow appro pri a tion; instead of displacing or quar an tin ing the 
col o nized, the col o niz ers com min gle with them, befriend them, and grad u ally 
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seize all  key sites of eco nomic devel op ment. As time passes, the col o niz ers grow 
in power while the col o nized become weaker and weaker. Amīn writes:

If they encoun ter a nation like ours, in which there had pre vi ously been some kind of 
civ i li za tion, with a past, reli gion, laws, man ners, cus toms, and some thing of ele men-
tary orga ni za tions, they min gle with the inhab i tants, cooperating with them, and liv ing 
with them on friendly terms. After only a short time passes, you’ll defi  nitely find that 
those who came [al-qādimīn] have seized the most impor tant sources of wealth. This is 
because they have the most money, intel lect, knowl edge, and power. So they advance 
[ yataqaddamūn] every day. And the more they advance in [also: come to] these coun-
tries, the more back ward [or: under de vel oped] become the orig i nal inhab i tants.

The descrip tions of the two modes of col o ni za tion roughly map onto some key 
ele ments of “set tler colo nial ism” and “colo nial ism,” or elim i nat ing the natives to 
replace them as opposed to seiz ing resources and insti tu tions per haps with the 
ruse of benefit ing the col o nized, respec tively. On the one hand, Amīn’s insis tence 
on Egypt’s rel a tive supe ri or ity to other col o nized spaces reflects an anx ious com-
parativism. A nomo thetic read ing would hold fast to Amīn’s civilizational hier ar-
chy and fold these pas sages into his developmentalism: there is no way out, only 
a way for ward, and it is to develop, catch up to Europe, and strive to become a 
colo nial power, too. His invest ment is symp tom atic of the desire to not be on the 
very bot tom of the racial hier ar chy of oppres sion. It would seem that Amīn can be 
reassured of Egypt’s civilizational sta tus thanks to the means of dis pos ses sion that 
Euro pe ans pur sue.

On the other hand, the Euro pean encoun ter traces an ellipse in which the col-
o nized—across Africa, America, Australia, and Asia—share the same even tual out-
come. Reading the descrip tions periphereitically, we might see that set tler colo-
nial ism and colo nial ism are two lanes along the same high way of extinc tion and 
destruc tion. Their jux ta po si tion inad ver tently pro vin cial izes Euro pean dis courses 
of civilizational dif er ence among the col o nized, in which the strat e gies are sup-
posed to reflect a dif er ence in the civilizational sta tus of the col o nized, because 
at the end of the day they con verge: no mat ter the method, the col o nized face the 
threat of abso lute dis pos ses sion and total anni hi la tion. Whether it is at the hands 
of sol diers or mer chants is sec ond ary. The dif er ence is tem po ral, and indeed, only 
tem po rary. It is located in the respec tive rela tions between col o nizer and col o-
nized, col o nist and land.

In one model, the col o nizer is a pred a tor. In the other, the col o nizer is a par a-
site. In both, the col o nizer con sumes the col ony’s resources, land, and pop u la tion. 
Each is a form of dis pos ses sion; they are dis tin guished in terms of vis i bil ity, inten-
sity, and tem po ral den sity. They have the same telos: anni hi la tion. The dif er ence  
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between the oppo si tions set tler/native and col o nizer/col o nized shrinks when they 
are recast as tac tics with the same poten tial out come.

Reading Amīn periphereitically tracks how his con cern with Europe as either 
an obsta cle or aid to prog ress frames the colo nial rela tion as being about time. But 
the time of devel op ment is under writ ten by the tem po ral i ties of Euro pean global 
dis pos ses sion, or a polit i cal eco nomic struc ture that goes to dif er ent places, dif-
fer en ti ates their civilizational sta tus, and brings them along dif er ent tem pos into 
the same frame of anni hi la tion. This periphereia injects Amīn as inter loper into 
the gene al o gies of the o riz ing colo nial dis pos ses sion and the his tory of its dis tri bu-
tion of necropolitical for ma tions around the globe.40 On the one hand, Euro pean 
advance ment dispossesses even as it pres ents itself as ofer ing tute lage. And, as 
Amīn implies to d’Harcourt, Euro pean moder nity would have been impos si ble had 
Europe been confronted with a ver sion of its later self, in the way that col o nized 
soci e ties face a des potic obsta cle called Europe. This is the case whether the col-
o nist acts as pred a tor or par a site; Europe would have been impos si ble, swiftly or 
slowly, directly or indi rectly, vis i bly or qui etly, all  depending on how its hypo thet i-
cal col o nizer had read its rel a tive civilizational sta tus.

On the other hand, America, Australia, and South Africa are coor di na tes on 
the same colo nial map as Egypt and all  other col o nies, and they all  remain coor di na-
tes on the same plane, as can di dates for anni hi la tion. Brit ish and French colo nial-
ism in Egypt refers to the pos si bil ity of anni hi la tion and to the col o nizer’s drive to 
elim i nate the native.41 The anx ious comparativism turns on itself when, as colo-
nial ism con tin u ally extracts and pushes the for merly semi civ i lized col ony “back-
ward,” it becomes a can di date for the other path, namely dis place ment and elim i-
na tion. Genocide in America is the future of Egypt, set tler-colo nial dis pos ses sion 
the future of colo nial ism. Indeed, the fact that the his tory of colo nial ism is rife 
with epi sodes of mas sa cre, quar an tine, and dis place ment, and the fact that set tler 
colo nial ism often has col o nists searching out friend ships, deal ings, and coop er-
a tion with the native, fur ther under score the inter change abil ity of the tac tics, or 
how the tra jec to ries are interlocked.42 The ellipse flashes in America and Egypt, 
in Australia and India, to braid together the colo nial tac tics of vio lence, prog ress, 
and demands for “non vi o lence” through self-improve ment. Whether noting pred-
a tory or par a sit i cal rela tions, the periphereia outlines an itin er ary of anni hi la tion 
at change able speeds.

The tem po ral ity and geog ra phy that this ellipse traces also turns the colo nial 
basis of state-of-nature dis course inside out.43 Rather than a precivilizational past 
that is saved by Euro pe ans intro duc ing secu rity or money, the state of nature—
or, scar city, inse cu rity, fam ine, war, and sta tus out side his tory—is the future of 
all  col o nies. Colonialism makes the state of nature; that is, the “state of nature” is 
not what pre cedes Euro pean colo nial ism but is the very con di tion that Euro pean  
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colo nial ism pro duces, some times slowly and even where it seems to be mov ing a 
col ony toward prog ress, until the col o nized and the native are elim i nated. Egypt, 
then, is the past of Europe—a past that con tem po rary Euro pe ans derail. Egypt’s 
future is dis pos ses sion as in America, at the hands of Euro pe ans. And the fate of 
Egypt is shared with India and Algeria, China and Zanzibar, and the Indigenous 
peo ples of America, Australia, and South Africa.

5. Beyond Fanaticism: Sayyid Quṭb and Orientalism
Sayyid Quṭb is known as the main the o rist of twen ti eth-cen tury Islam ism. He is 
often con sid ered to have been the intel lec tual back bone of Egypt’s Mus lim Broth-
erhood in the 1950s. During his impris on ment by the Egyp tian state starting in 
1954, he wrote his polit i cal tract, Signposts along the Road (1964), and a mul ti vol ume 
com men tary on the Qurʾān. Both prior to and dur ing his impris on ment, he wrote 
a num ber of other books and arti cles that reflected his pre oc cu pa tion with Islam 
as a com pre hen sive ideo log i cal sys tem, the sov er eignty of God, and Islam as a solu-
tion to social injus tice, eco nomic inequal ity, colo nial ism, and war.44 As I dis cuss 
else where, he also called in the early 1950s for the for ma tion of an Islamic fed-
er a tion that would police the globe against the injus tices of colo nial pow ers, as a 
kind of militant human i tar i an ism of the col o nized in the name of uni ver sal peace; 
this strand of his thought has tended to be underexplored.45 After 9/11, and pri mar-
ily in rela tion to Signposts and the Qurʾānic com men tary, he became bet ter known 
around the world as an inspi ra tion for al-Qaeda and “global jihad,” as well as for 
hav ing reconceptualized jāhilīya to mean that the con tem po rary world’s igno rance 
mir rors the time before the advent of Islam.46 Quṭb is reg u larly iden ti fied with 
rev o lu tion ary ardor. As John Calvert puts it, Quṭb’s belief in an elite van guard and 
refusal to com pro mise “resem bled the nineteenth-cen tury Rus sian rev o lu tion ary 
Chernyshevsky and, later, Lenin.” He had “imbibed and repackaged in Islamic form 
the Jac o bin char ac ter is tics of the Euro pean rev o lu tion ary tra di tion.”47 Even so, in 
the vast lit er a ture on Quṭb, his writ ings have only very rarely been treated in rela-
tion to anti co lo nial ism and the crit i cal anal y sis of cap i tal ism, empire, Orientalism, 
and the post co lo nial state.48 In schol arly and pop u lar dis courses, then, Quṭb has 
come to exem plify the reli gious fanatic; the phrase “rad i cal thinker” is often used 
to describe him, but with none of the pos i tive con no ta tions the word has when 
attached to non-Mus lim think ers.49

This sec tion traces the ellipse formed by Quṭb’s momen tary reflec tions on the 
pol i tics of rep re sen ta tion in rela tion to the Korean War, Yugoslavia, and Oriental-
ism in two of the books that he published in 1951: Maʿrakat al-Islām wa-l-raʾsmālīya 
(The Battle of Islam and Capitalism) in Jan u ary and al-Salām al-ʿālamī wa-l-Islām 
(Universal Peace and Islam) in Octo ber. When he ofers a list of Islam’s ene mies, 
I read the list periphereitically, to draw out an arc that puts Quṭb’s obser va tions 
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about rep re sen ta tion in dia logue with a crit i cal polit i cal econ omy of Orientalism 
and colo nial ism. Thus rather than Quṭb the fanatic ideo logue, there is a dif er ent 
“rad i cal” thread pal pa ble in this cross sec tion of his thought, one that treats “fanat-
i cism” as a colo nial dis course and diag noses its work ings.

In Universal Peace, Quṭb observes that the Amer i can inter ven tion in Korea 
reveals the vio lent, colo nial truth of a self-styled dem o cratic bloc. “The war drums 
are beat ing,” he writes, as they have been “even before the out break of the Korean 
War. Everyone who lived in America dur ing the last two years has real ized with 
clar ity that America will wage war.” He con tin ues, “Anyone who followed Amer i can 
journalism, as well as other pro pa ganda appa ra tuses such as radio and cin ema—
and even in uni ver si ties and col le ges—real ized with clar ity that this is a nation pre-
par ing to wage war—war in the near future—and that it is pack ing pub lic opin ion 
[with this idea] and pre par ing it fully, com pletely, com pre hen sively.”50 The war is 
com ing because “the heads of Amer i can cap i tal are in dire need of a new war.”51 
They engage in mas sa cres, “no mat ter how much their pro pa ganda waves around 
the names of eth i cal prin ci ples and human i tar ian goals.”52 Meanwhile, in Islam and 
Capitalism, Quṭb observes that Yugoslavia reveals the truth about com mu nism: it 
is a means for Russia to exer cise abso lute con trol over its neigh bors rather than a 
form of prin ci pled sol i dar ity.53 America in Korea, Russia in Yugoslavia, and both 
blocs in Palestine exem plify colo nial hypoc risy.54 Quṭb’s 1953 essay “Principles of 
the Free World!” like wise observes that the name “the free world” is a cover for 
colo nial ism: in Tunis, Marrakesh, Kenya, and Vietnam, the free world “rips apart 
the skin of ‘free dom,’” and it “stran gles ‘free peo ple’ every where.”55

This view of colo nial dis course, rhet o ric, and mis rep re sen ta tion as tac tics 
across the globe pro duces a geog ra phy in which North Africa and the Middle 
East, Eastern Europe and East Asia, and Africa and Southeast Asia are all  bound 
together. Reading this con cern with rep re sen ta tion periphereitically draws 
atten tion to “Islam ism” out side the dis ci plin ary ten dency to silo it of from the-
o ri za tions of colo nial ism and anti co lo nial ism. Taking Quṭb’s ter mi nol ogy as 
seg ments of this ellipse, as some where between quiet cita tion and adap ta tion, 
ges tures toward Islam ism’s fil i a tions and gene al o gies in crit i cal polit i cal econ-
omy and the cul tural pol i tics of empire. Likewise, the seem ingly stray terms in 
Quṭb’s cri tiques of the polit i cal econ omy and cul tural pol i tics of rep re sen ta tions 
of Islam in The Battle of Islam and Capitalism can be read as inter po lat ing him 
between bod ies of knowl edge.

The two pen ul ti mate chap ters of The Battle of Islam and Capitalism form an arc. 
The first of these, “Doubts about the Rule of Islam,” enu mer ates car i ca tures of Islam, 
whereas the sec ond, “Enmities toward the Rule of Islam,” describes dif er ent antag-
o nisms. The six “doubts” are Islam’s prim i tiv ism, the author ity of shaykhs and der-
vishes, tyr anny and tor ture, the vague ness of scrip ture, har ems, and the oppres sion  
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of minor i ties. Quṭb’s selec tion is impor tant today because these six reflect the def-
i ni tion of Islam as the antith e sis of moder nity, lib er al ism, free dom, and civ i li za-
tion. Thus the idea that Islam seeks to “return” to the sev enth cen tury, to tents in 
the des ert, casts it not sim ply as lag ing or obso lete but as a destruc tive refusal of 
moder nity.56 Quṭb writes:

Many con fuse the his tor i cal back ground of Islam and the idea of Islam on its own, 
which is recep tive to expan sion and inclu sion in terms of its ram i fi ca tions and appli-
ca tions. When those peo ple hear the phrase, “the rule of Islam,” images of prim i tive 
tents in the des ert leap to their imag i na tions, as well as images of Bedouins trek king 
on cam els or Arab s liv ing in caves. They naively imag ine that the mean ing of Islamic 
gov ern ment is a return to that sim ple, naive way of life that lacks any ele ment of human 
civ i li za tion that emerged over the course of four teen cen tu ries! So there would be no 
archi tec ture and no urban i za tion, no manufactur ing and no com merce, no sci ence and 
no art—not even poetry, that most authen tic of Arab  art forms. That group of peo-
ple imag ines that the rule of Islam would seal up the mouths of those who declaim 
and recite poetry, unless they transformed it into reli gious ser mon iz ing and didac tic 
poems on Ara bic gram mar.57

Quṭb responds that an idea is not the same thing as its his tor i cal ori gins or his-
tor i cal devel op ment. In the pro cess, his argu ments pro vin cial ize dis courses about 
Islam that reinscribe a series of resil ient tropes and car i ca tures. For exam ple, he 
asserts that “har ems” were a spe cifi  cally Turk ish insti tu tion, one that was un-
Islamic.58 Meanwhile, the neg a tive image of reli gion’s oppression of minor i ties  
and its tor tur eing, imprisonment, or kill ing of art ists and think ers arose not from 
Islam but from the prac tices of the Span ish Inquisition, which have since been 
exported to pres ent-day gov ern ments in the name of reli gion in Mus lim lands.59 
He sit u ates these “doubts” in rela tion to dis courses about Islam that entail a set of 
gen er al iza tions, mis rep re sen ta tions, and pro jec tions. This rep er toire of “doubts” 
entails imag in ing Islam as a spe cific temporalization, oppres sion, or atroc ity. It 
finds its com ple ment in the “fake Islamic rule” that colo nial ism and com mu nism 
per mit in order to serve as “neg a tive mod els” to repel peo ple from Islam.60

The rep er toire of “doubts” has enjoyed a long life, cen tu ries before Quṭb started 
writ ing, and it remains decades after his death.61 To read Quṭb’s enu mer a tion of 
these doubts periphereitically means regard ing the list and his own lan guage from 
an angle at which their sig nifi  cance is not exhausted by his own claims about the 
authen tic and true Islamic essence; the doubts need not be folded into his con vic-
tions about what Islam actu ally is. Instead, their sig nifi  cance is in the ellipse they 
trace, or how they make the cri tique of Orientalism a part of Quṭb’s thought even if 
he does not name it, and how they insert Quṭb’s thought in the lin e age of cri tiques 
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of Orientalism. The rep er toire of tropes belongs, after all , to a series of Orientalist 
dis courses and inter ests. His own cri tique is about how rep re sen ta tion and ste reo-
type mas quer ade as knowl edge.

The fol low ing chap ter, on dif er ent enmi ties toward Islam, can sim i larly be 
read to relo cate Quṭb in rela tion to anti co lo nial ism and its bod ies of thought. Quṭb 
dif er en ti ates these ene mies under six head ings: cru sad ers; col o nists; exploit ers 
and oppres sors; pro fes sional men of reli gion; the unin hib ited and immoral; and 
com mu nists. These dif er ent exter nal and inter nal ene mies, some times com pet-
ing and some times complementing each other, “con verge in their shared inter-
est around driv ing Islam away from rul ing in [ordi nary] life.”62 The con ver gence 
among these dif er ent ene mies rep re sents how knowl edge pro duc tion and dis-
courses about Islam are interlocked with vio lent dis pos ses sion across the globe.

The first enemy is the cru sader. According to Quṭb, “the mod ern cru sad ers” 
reflect a fun da men tal trans for ma tion in Chris tian ity from “indi vid ual reli gious 
belief ” to a “nation al ist ban ner.”63 When Euro pe ans and Amer i cans call for “pro-
tecting Chris tian civ i li za tion from com mu nism’s assaults, just as they had against 
fas cism and Nazism, they do not mean Chris tian belief as a reli gion. They mean 
Chris tian nations as home lands and nation al isms.” Chris tian teach ings are largely 
irrel e vant to the inten si fy ing “calls in the name of Chris tian civ i li za tion.” For the 
cru sad ers, “Chris tian ity is only a screen [sitār] that they put up in order to mobi lize 
armies to defend all  Chris tian countries.”64 Along this ellipse, I read Quṭb as acci-
den tally ofer ing a gene al ogy of Chris tian ity and sec u lar ism, in which a reli gious 
Chris tian iden tity makes way for and is replaced by a racialized and ambig u ously 
sec u lar ized cru sad ing struc ture in the form of civilizationism.

It is also a gene al ogy of a theo log i cal excess in the colo nial enter prise and in 
the lan guage of the inter na tional. The for eign pol i cies of the Western bloc, he says, 
can not be reduced to colo nial ism. The argu ment that “colo nial mach i na tions and 
per sonal inter ests alone are what move England and America” fails to appre hend 
that “the spirit of the cru sades is concealed behind colo nial ist pol i tics as well, 
fuel ing its out ward ele ments and strength en ing them.”65 Thus colo nial attempts 
to seize Jerusalem do not do so bla tantly in the name of the cru sades, but in the 
name of “inter na tion al i za tion [al-tadwīl].” By pit ting Arab  mini-states and their 
var i ous elites against each other, the col o nists, cru sad ers, and com mu nists become 
unlikely allies work ing to seize Palestine.66

At the same time, Quṭb agrees with the cru sad ers’ con struc tion of Islam, and 
here he him self is part of the lin e age of a long his tory of Orientalists. The cru sad-
ers, he asserts, acknowl edge that Islam is the only reli gion that threat ens them 
(which com mu nists acknowl edge too, he later says). Unlike Bud dhism, Hin du ism, 
and Juda ism, which are “national reli gions that do not wish to expand out side their 
nations and adher ents,” mod ern cru sad ers speak of the “march” of Islam and how 
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it “expands on its own.”67 Like Chris tian ity, Islam is a mis sion ary reli gion with a 
uni ver sal iz ing pro ject, whereas these oth ers are “par tic u lar” reli gions. Whether 
Quṭb is recounting Hegel’s views about Islam as com pet i tor to Chris tian ity, or later 
Orientalists who went from clas si fy ing Islam as a par tic u lar Semitic reli gion to 
a uni ver sal one,68 the trope finds a ves sel in the Orientalist Bernard Lewis some 
fifty years later.69 For Lewis, the per ma nent, con tin u ous con flict between the only 
two uni ver sal is tic and expan sion ary reli gions is the “clash of rival civ i li za tions” (a 
phrase later pop u lar ized by Sam uel Huntington). Whereas Lewis treats the idea of 
a per ma nent war between Islam and Chris ten dom (in which Palestine was always 
ground zero) as an objec tive truth, Quṭb observes that belief in the claim vivifies 
the cru sad ers’ world view and ambi tion. Perhaps unwit tingly, Lewis per forms and 
hews sur pris ingly close to Quṭb’s gloss on cru sad ers; and, per haps also unwit tingly, 
Quṭb repro duces the same struc ture he attri butes to cru sad ers when he treats 
Euro pean set tler colo nial ism in Palestine as the expres sion of a his tor i cally con tin-
u ous cru sad ers’ desire. Quṭb’s descrip tion of Islam in rela tion to “world reli gions” 
and global com pe ti tion inad ver tently con nects these moments—and his own use 
of them—within a long his tory of Orientalism.

The sec ond enemy is the col o nizer. “It is diffi  cult,” Quṭb acknowl edges, “to 
sep a rate the enmity of the cru sades toward Islam and the enmity of colo nial ism. 
Each nourishes the other; they sup port and jus tify each other.”70 If the cru sader 
relies on the tropology of a world his tor i cal bat tle between two mutu ally hos tile 
uni ver sal isms, the col o nizer more directly pro motes and relies on Orientalism as 
a pro fes sional field of inquiry. In fact, Quṭb sug ests that the notion of Oriental-
ists’  neu tral ity or objectivity func tions as a mask. Its ideo log i cal struc ture works 
to enable colo nial ism by pro vid ing jus ti fi ca tions and anal y sis and by transforming 
the col o nized pop u la tion’s con scious ness so that they inter nal ize its stan dards. Its 
“com pre hen sive and diverse stud ies cov er ing every dimen sion of the peo ples whom 
they col o nize” aim to neu tral ize if not “kill the seeds of resis tance.”71 Quṭb writes:

[Orientalism] was established in order to aid colo nial ism from a sci en tific point of view 
and in order to extend its roots into the intel lec tual soil as well. But we here, we wor-
ship Orientalists sim ple-mindedly. We naively think that they are the monks of sci ence 
and knowl edge, that they moved away from their ini tial for ma tion and sev ered their 
con nec tion from the cause that had shaped them! Especially if some of them feign a 
kind word about our reli gion and our Prophet, to serve as bait to lull our thoughts into 
accepting their insin u a tions along the oppo site direc tion!

It can make one laugh some times—though it’s bit ter laugh ter—as the “cul tured!” 
among us feign eru di tion by talking about the Orientalists’ “schol arly integrity.” If it 
occurs to you to doubt the inno cence of those saints, then you’re uncul tured, or you’re 
a fanatic who brings in reli gion at every oppor tu nity!72
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Corresponding to these argu ments about the func tion of pro fes sional Orientalists, 
Quṭb else where also argues that the his to ries of all  dark peo ples are nar rated and 
assessed strictly in rela tion to white ness and Euro pean his tory as the stan dard.73 
The nar ra tion of his tory—whose his tory and how it is nar rated—is thus ideo log i-
cally bound up with Orientalist and racial colo nial struc tures.

Economic depen dency is of a piece with the colo nial nar ra tion of his tory. Quṭb 
explains that the English always knew that their armies would have to leave Egypt 
some day, and so they ensured Egypt’s depen dence on them. He ofers a ver sion 
of depen dency the ory, al-tabaʿīya, asserting that one of the cen tral pil lars of colo-
nial con trol is mak ing the col ony eco nom i cally depen dent on the metropole. The 
English “established [colo nial ism’s insti tu tional] sup ports in the eco nomic field 
by occu py ing Egyp tian mar kets and by attempting to close of other inter na tional 
mar kets to Egyp tian prod ucts. They also established such sup ports in the world of 
finance by mak ing our cur rency depen dent on theirs [bi-tabaʿīyat naqdinā li-naqdi-
him] or on their trea sury, etc.”74 However, these insti tu tions, he writes,

would not be enough for colo nial ism to per sist if not for the col o ni za tion of con scious-
ness and intel lect [al-istiʿmār al-rūḥī wa-l-fikrī] that colo nial ism has attended to over 
the last cen tury and to which it still devotes the greatest atten tion in the pres ent. The 
white English have vacated gov ern men tal offices in order for the “dark English” to take 
their place, or their favor ite inti mate Egyp tians, whose con scious ness and intel lect are 
col o nized, who are assem bled according to colo nial ism itself, in order to accom plish 
colo nial ism’s objec tives.75

Having shaped the Ministry of Education, the “white English” can be con fi dent 
that the “dark English” will con tinue their mis sion across gen er a tions. With the 
col o ni za tion of con scious ness and intel lect, “The occu pa tion has reared suc ces sive 
gen er a tions, which are only mul ti ply ing thanks to the rule of that men tal ity that 
pre vails over the Min is try of Edu ca tion, that regard Islam as a rem nant of back-
ward ness and dec a dence [al-taʾakhkhur wa-l-inḥiṭāṭ]; it is con sid ered that to be rid 
of it is to be rid of the accu sa tion of stag na tion and igno rance, and it is evi dence 
of ‘cul ture!’ and free dom.”76 Colonialism con scripts “ ‘the eman ci pated and cul-
tured!’” and “those who over see edu ca tion” in its bat tles against Islam, “whether 
they real ize it or not.”77 In their cur ric ula, the study of Islam and Islamic his tory 
is reduced to “mil i tary assaults and wars, inci dents and events. The upshot is that 
Islam was a mil i tary bat tle and that it had never been an intel lec tual, social, and 
human i tar ian bat tle.”78 The pro duc tion of Islam through the nar ra tion of vio lence 
and as a mere sequence of events has been a fun da men tal part of Orientalism, 
though here, too, Quṭb does not name it or con nect it with the rest of his obser va-
tions. He does claim, how ever, that colo nial edu ca tion cul mi na tes in colo nial ism  
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with out col o nists—that is, “for the col o ni za tion of con scious ness and intel lect to 
reach its high point, even after the depar ture of the occu pa tion.”79 He goes on to 
out line how exploit ers and oppres sors, pro fes sional men of reli gion, and those 
with out mor als take advan tage of the impact of col o niz ers and cru sad ers for their 
own ben e fit, and how they, in turn, rein force colo nial struc tures.80

Communism is the last of the ene mies that Quṭb describes. Like colo nial ism, 
com mu nism aims for con trol over the con scious ness of the col o nized. In an inver-
sion of Marx, Quṭb describes com mu nism as an opi ate for young Egyp tians, as they 
escape from real ity, smoke hash ish, and “dream sooth ing dreams of ‘Stalin Claus’ 
slip ping deli cious social jus tice under the Christ mas tree, which they can eat with-
out even lifting a fin ger.”81 This enmity aside, Quṭb’s vocab u lary at cru cial points 
res o nates with a Marx ist and Leninist lexicon. Alongside his dis cus sion of depen-
dency and the colo nial cap ture of eco nomic, finan cial, and edu ca tional sec tors, he 
also refers to the alli ance between dic ta tor ship, diktātūrīyat al-ḥukm, and the des-
po tism or autoc racy of cap i tal, istibdād al-māl. “Colonialism,” he writes,

is always concerned that the masses should not rule them selves, because it then 
becomes diffi  cult to sub due them. Thus, there must be a governing dic ta to rial class 
that possesses auto cratic author ity [suluṭāt istibdādīya; abso lute power] and possesses 
great wealth. This class is the one with which colo nial ism can have deal ings. This is 
because, first, its num bers are few, and sec ond, it depends on colo nial ism to per sist 
and needs its sup port in the face of the masses. This class is in charge of sub du ing the 
masses and governing them. Colonialism dis ap pears from view behind it.82

Quṭb’s ter mi nol ogy and his class anal y sis have their prov e nance in the writ ings of 
Marx and Lenin, which had been trans lated into Ara bic by Rāshid al-Barrāwī in 
the years prior.83 The terms appear with nei ther cita tion nor expla na tion. Treated 
nomothetically, the borrowed vocab u lary clashes with Quṭb’s broader pro ject and 
ana lyt ics; it is leg i ble either as an attempt to recruit sym pa thetic left ists or to con-
script the rev o lu tion ary Marx ist tra di tion in the ser vice of “Islam.” But read as a 
seg ment along an ellipse, Quṭb’s use of this vocab u lary, like his the o ri za tion of Ori-
entalism, refines his anal y sis of colo nial ism while broad en ing its geo graphic hori-
zons. His dis cus sions con tain a com pos ite of ana lyt ics, from colo nial ism’s rep re-
sen ta tions and deni als of vio lence across the world, to struc tures of dis pos ses sion 
and a class anal y sis derived from Marx ism, and to the polit i cal the ol ogy under ly ing 
sec u lar ized anti-Islamic colo nial ism and knowl edges, all  in overlapping frames. 
The com pos ite ana lyt ics draw in mul ti ple regions across the col o nized world into 
the same fate, one enabled by com ple men tary struc tures of dis pos ses sion.

To read Quṭb periphereitically, then, is to put him in a frame with Marx ism 
and crit i cal polit i cal econ omy, not as a com pet ing ideology or sim plis tic bor row ing 
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of “van guard ism” but in the inci den tal Islam i za tion of Marx, or the deploy ment of 
“Islamic” cri tique with Marx ian categories as two fully com pat i ble idi oms. It is to also 
put him in a frame with the gene a log i cal exam i na tion of reli gion and sec u lar ism, 
in which the imbri ca tion of Chris tian ity and sec u lar ism, or the polit i cal theo log i cal 
traces in appar ently sec u lar mis sions together with the sec u lar i za tion of appar ently 
reli gious rhet o ric and iden tity, pre fig ures con tem po rary ana ly ses. And like wise, 
through Quṭb’s ref er ences to the pro fes sional aca demic field of Orientalism, one 
might rec on cile “Islam ism” with the sec u lar human ism that cri tiques Orientalism 
as a colo nial cul tural for ma tion, a for ma tion that pro vi des sup port to an entire sys-
tem of rep re sen ta tion. After all , Quṭb’s dis cus sions of edu ca tion, cur ric ula, doubts, 
and con scious ness refer to the pro duc tion of knowl edge about Islam. In an untimely 
moment, Sayyid Quṭb—nearly thirty years before Edward Said’s Orientalism, twelve 
years before Anouar Abdel-Malek’s “Orientalism in Crisis”—would be a the o rist of 
Orientalism, its com plic ity in the colo nial pro ject, and the fan ta sies that it sets into 
motion and ratio nal izes for Euro pean policymakers and authors as well as for col o-
nized Mus lim intel lec tu als and Arab  sub jects.84 This is not to sim ply say that the anti-
co lo nial cri tique of Orientalism pre dates Said and that var i ous Arab  and non-Arab  
intel lec tu als can be inserted into its his tory.85 Quṭb’s ter mi nol ogy and anal y sis are 
not so con sis tent, and his rhet o ric is more polem i cal than schol arly. Nonetheless, to 
read Quṭb periphereitically is, per haps some what irrev er ently, to put Quṭb the Islam-
ist along side Said or prior to him, or to see Quṭb’s The Battle of Islam and Capitalism 
and his arti cles on knowl edge pro duc tion as inter nal to the gene al ogy of the o riz ing 
Orientalism. To do so is to trace a ques tion around which think ers and texts have 
per mis sion to speak about which top ics—or, to bor row a dif er ent phrase of Said’s—
which have the per mis sion to nar rate a cri tique of Orientalism, cap i tal ism, and their 
struc tures, or to be in that gene al ogy of cri tique.

If one reads Quṭb’s stray remarks and terms as ges tures toward a cri tique 
of cul tural pol i tics and an anal y sis of polit i cal econ omy, then Quṭb emerges as a 
neglected inter loper in the diag no sis of colo nial ism in terms of “cul ture” and/or 
“cap i tal”—or bet ter yet, this periphereia would inter po late Quṭb the Islam ist in 
between Karl Marx and Said, nes tling “Islam ism” in between Marx ist and post-
structuralist anal y sis. To do so dis rupts the dis ci plin ary ped i gree of “cri tique.” 
What, then, is the con di tion of pos si bil ity for an Islam ist the o ri za tion to be a source 
of cri tique and of its struc ture, rather than its object? If the dis ci pline’s ques tion 
over the last twenty years has been “Can the non-Euro pean think?” then read ing 
Quṭb in this mode is to add: which non-Euro pean, and on what terms can the dis-
ci pline think with him, and even then, which non-Euro pe ans have contemporary 
dis ci plin ary for ma tions already foreclosed the pos si bil ity of think ing with?

Finally, this mode of read ing puts Quṭb’s ref er ences to Orientalism, colo nial-
ism, and cap i tal ism in a sin gle frame, one concerned with the pol i tics of rep re sen-
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ta tion and dis pos ses sion. What Quṭb names and what he does not name exceed 
the dis ci pline’s culturalized pol i tics of what it names “Islam ism.” Although Quṭb 
does not name it, The Battle of Islam and Capitalism describes the cul tural pol i tics 
of Orientalism as an entire sys tem of representing Islam, nar rat ing Islamic his-
tory, and mold ing the con scious ness of Mus lims. Furthermore, the geo graphic 
sites that appear as exam ples of colo nial hypoc risy and vio lence—Palestine, 
Korea, and Yugoslavia, Tunis, Marrakesh, Kenya, and Vietnam—come together 
in a shared struc ture of rep re sen ta tion. Like the “neg a tive mod els” of Islam, 
bring ing them together sketches a world map built around colo nial rep re sen ta-
tions of dis pos ses sion as inev i ta ble or even good, and of resis tance as impos si ble 
and back ward. The colo nial and cap i tal ist dis missal of alter na tives is inter nal to 
their jus ti fi ca tions of vio lence and hier ar chy. In this sense, just as Amīn’s anal y-
sis of elim i na tion shows how the developmentalist dis course rep re sents some 
places as “prim i tive” and thereby marked for mil i tary sup pres sion and oth ers as 
“civ i lized” and thus ripe for eco nomic exploi ta tion, Quṭb’s own set of expanded 
geo graph i cal coor di na tes and mul ti ple hid den ene mies sug ests how such rep-
re sen ta tions and responses draw on the same bod ies of knowl edge and insti tu-
tions. Orientalism’s tropologies and rep re sen ta tions are thus one exam ple of a 
broader set of colo nial tech niques.

6. Conclusion: Periphereia against Discipline
To read Sayyid Quṭb, Qāsim Amīn, and Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī periphereitically 
is a dou ble inter ven tion. First, it inverts their place at the mar gins of the archive 
of anti co lo nial thought. Their existing loca tion reflects a mode of read ing that has 
siloed “mod ern Islamic thought” and siphoned of anti co lo nial ism. Their con struc-
tions as reli gious fanatic, cli ent of empire, and eso teric conspiracist, respec tively, 
are in this sense, symp tom atic; their (non-)sta tus in the anti co lo nial archive may 
exem plify how “mod ern Islamic polit i cal thought” and “anti co lo nial thought” have 
largely proceeded as dis con nected dis ci plin ary for ma tions.86 They are think ers 
who, in the Anglo-Amer i can dis ci pline of polit i cal the ory, are made to play a cul-
turalized role, as the cast of an Orientalist cho re og ra phy of “the Islamic.” Ironically, 
Quṭb dismisses the idea of the reli gious fanatic as stra te gic colo nial rhet o ric, Amīn 
imag ines that the cli ents of empire may face anni hi la tion, and al-Afghānī bears 
wit ness in real time to mil i tary con spir a cies. Each, in fact, can be read as pro vin-
cial iz ing a key aspect of the colo nial dis course, from the civilizational dis course 
about Islamic vio lence, to Euro cen tric nar ra tions of prog ress, to the recur rent tro-
pology surrounding Islamic lack and excess.

Second, to read the think ers periphereitically is to cre ate cross sec tions in 
their work, to fol low their inci den tal ref er ences to places or objects—Korea and 
Orientalist cur ric ula, America and wealth, Tonkin and the Krupp can non—and 
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to exca vate the arcs of these seg ments. The cross sec tions may run against the 
cur rent of their body of work, exceed ing its con cep tual struc ture. Reading them 
slowly, in the pres ent, is to con nect such seg ments in an ellipse, weav ing them 
into the text and out of it; one might read quo tid ian doc u ments and non-elite dis-
course in this fash ion as well.87 When al-Afghānī, Amīn, and Quṭb men tion places 
that are periph eral to their texts and the imme di ate worlds they sought to con sti-
tute, these should be read as moments of acknowl edg ing the shared fates of the 
col o nized across the globe.

That ellipse points toward the pos si bil ity of alter na tive gene al o gies to con-
tem po rary crit i cal thought. I thus read al-Afghānī in rela tion to the gene al ogy 
of militant empire and its itineraries, Qāsim Amīn in rela tion to the tem po ral ity 
of dis pos ses sion and the dis tri bu tion of annihilability among the col o nized, and 
Sayyid Quṭb in rela tion to a sys tem of rep re sen ta tion and expro pri a tion that under-
lies Orientalism and colo nial ism across the globe. These periphereies may not be 
the authors’ inten tional argu ments. Reading periphereitically is not a com pre hen-
sive method; nor does it replace other modes of read ing and nar rat ing, includ ing 
nomo thetic modes. After all , to even speak of these con tours and cross sec tions, 
and of the points that their arcs fol low, is to pre sup pose solid lines that run through 
their work and that have played a role in deter min ing the thinker’s dom i nant archi-
val posi tion and inter pre ta tions today.

Their chal lenge now is about where we can look for anti co lo nial moments and 
impulses, and how locat ing anti co lo nial ism at the edges of archives and the edges 
of works might pro voke us to read the mul ti ple lin e ages and lives of con tem po rary 
con cepts dif er ently. This mode of imag in ing is, I think, also diag nos tic, allowing 
us to pon der the ele va tions and depres sions in the archives of con tem po rary dis ci-
plin ary for ma tions, or how dif er ent think ers are autho rized to speak about cer tain 
top ics and not oth ers, and what injecting them into con tem po rary con ver sa tions 
and gene al o gies makes imag in able, beyond the scripts and cho re og ra phies of dif-
fer ence that haunt the dis ci pline.
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Notes
1. Scott, Conscripts of Modernity.
2. Scott, Conscripts of Modernity, 7.
3. Perry and Youssef, “In Egypt.”
4. Schmitt, Nomos of the Earth, 186, 326–28.
5. Schmitt writes of one such line: “At this ‘line,’ Europe ended and the ‘New World’ 

began. . . .  Consequently, so, too, did the bracketing of war achieved by traditional 
European international law, meaning that here the strugle for land-appropriations knew 
no bounds.” The line “set aside an area where force could be used freely and ruthlessly,” 
in which European man could be a wolf to non-European man, in the New World, south 
of the equator, and on the free sea. This line of a colonial nomos delineated a European 
core defined by statehood and that “determined the nomos of the rest of the earth.” From 
this view, when Schmitt theorizes nomos using the terms appropriation, distribution, and 
production, these terms refer to dispossession, colonialism, and capitalism, respectively 
(Schmitt, Nomos, 90n6, 93, 94–96, 126–27). As Du Bois put it some fifty years earlier, “The 
color line belts the world” (Du Bois, “Color Line”). One of the most powerful examples 
of reading nomos as a stark line is Fanon’s description of the colonized world as “a world 
divided in two. The dividing line, the border, is represented by the barracks and the police 
stations. In the colonies, the official, legitimate agent, the spokesperson for the colonizer 
and the regime of oppression, is the police officer or the soldier.” From roads and lights to 
sanitization and building materials, from the institutions of policing to those of education, 
the two sectors are absolutely and permanently mutually exclusive (Fanon, Wretched of the 
Earth, 3–5).

6. See Wick, Red Sea, 88–91.
7. A useful and balanced introduction is Hourani, Arabic Thought, chap. 5; and more recently, 

Euben, Enemy in the Mirror, chap. 4. For al-Afghānī as atheist, see Kedourie, Afghani and 
‘Abduh. For al-Afghānī as inclined toward secular rationalism or “Islamic deism,” and his 
religious rhetoric primarily a cover for political unity, see Keddie, Sayyid Jamal Ad-Din Al 
Afghani, 91, 171–81, 189–99; Keddie, Islamic Response to Imperialism, 96–97. For the claim that 
François Guizot’s evolutionary civilizationism is the master key to reconciling these two of 
al-Afghānī’s texts, see Kohn, “Afghānī on Empire, Islam, and Civilization.” For a powerful 
critique of Elie Kedourie’s and Nikki Keddie’s Orientalist presumption that al-Afghānī 
only spoke sincerely when addressing Europeans (and that they have special access to his 
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intentions and belief ), see Olomi, “Oriental and the Orientalist,” 4–6; and for the astute 
observation that Margaret Kohn’s privileging of Guizot risks distorting al-Afghānī into a 
Eurocentric thinker, see Olomi, “Oriental and the Orientalist,” 6–7. For the reverse of these 
views, that based on these texts as well as his other writings al-Afghānī may have “duped” 
Ernest Renan, see the excellent article by Josep Puig Montada, “Al-Afghânî”; this article 
also ofers a very helpful overview of the scholarly debate and of al-Afghānī’s own writings. 
On al-Afghānī’s “obscure activities” and imperfect French, see Keddie, Sayyid Jamāl ad-Dīn 
“al-Afghānī,” 4, 190; Keddie, Islamic Response to Imperialism, 4–9. For an exploration of these 
activities, see Lazzerini, “Sayyid Jamal ad-Din al-Afghani.”

8. al-Afghānī, al-Radd ʿalā al-dahrīyīn. For an English translation, see Keddie, Islamic Response 
to Imperialism, 130–74.

9. The texts from the “debate” with Renan are preserved in Arabic in Aʿbd al-Ḥāfiẓ, al-Islām 
wa-l-ʿilm: Renan’s lecture (33–50), al-Afghānī’s Arabic editorial (51–52), al-Afghānī’s French 
response (53–62), Renan’s rejoinder (63–67), and Aʿbduh’s letter to al-Afghānī (69–70). 
For an English translation of al-Afghānī’s French response, see Keddie, Islamic Response to 
Imperialism, 181–87.

10. Hanssen and Weiss, “Language, Mind, Freedom, and Time.” On the Orientalist and 
civilizationalist assumptions that al-Afghānī and Renan shared, see Massad, Desiring Arabs, 
11–16.

11. For a complementary observation, see Euben, Enemy in the Mirror, 96–97.
12. Plenty of ink has been spilled dwelling on the journal’s funding and sponsorship, as well as 

its anti-British outlook. A notable exception is Montada, “Al-Afghânî,” though he does read 
the journal to evaluate al-Afghānī’s consistency and overarching position (or what I have 
been calling a nomothetic reading).

13. Aydin, Idea of the Muslim World, 62.
14. Aʿbduh and al-Afghānī, al-ʿUrwa al-wuthqā.
15. The phrase appears in Qurʾān 2:256 and 31:22.
16. [ Aʿbduh and al-Afghānī], “al-Bāb al-ʿālī wa-l-Inglīz,” 72. Unless otherwise stated, all 

translations are my own.
17. [ Aʿbduh and al-Afghānī], “Inna fī dhālika la-dhikrā,” 89.
18. [ Aʿbduh and al-Afghānī], “Inna fī dhālika la-dhikrā,” 89–91.
19. [ Aʿbduh and al-Afghānī], “Inna fī dhālika la-dhikrā,” 91. I ofer a diferent reading of these 

passages in Idris, “Islam Out of History.”
20. [ Aʿbduh and al-Afghānī], “al-Faransāwīyūn fī al-Tūnkīn,” 52–53; emphasis added.
21. [ Aʿbduh and al-Afghānī], “al-Faransāwīyūn fī al-Tūnkīn,” 53.
22. Al-Afghānī and Aʿbduh gesture toward this idea three months later as well: “France 

is caught between the wiles of the British and the machinations of Bismarck. It has 
previous claims in Egypt, the traces of which have been nearly erased because of English 
interference, and it has dire need to magnify its words as it establishes itself in China, the 
Indian Ocean, and Madagascar” ([ Aʿbduh and al-Afghānī], “Paris, Thursday, June 5,” 4).

23. [ Aʿbduh and al-Afghānī], “Paris, March 27,” 60.
24. On liberal “developmentalism” and empire, see Mehta, Liberalism and Empire; McCarthy, 

Race, Empire; Marwah, “Two Concepts of Liberal Developmentalism.” For an excellent 
discussion of anti-imperial uses of developmentalism in South Asia, see Marwah, 
“Provincializing Progress.” On developmentalism and white supremacist utopias, see Bell, 
Dreamworlds of Race, chap. 7.
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25. Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, 149–63; Hourani, Arabic Thought, 166.
26. Amīn, Les égyptiens.
27. d’Harcourt, L’Égypte et les égyptiens, 18. For example, he argued that Arab violence is 

opposed to progress—a common Orientalist trope about a warlike Arab culture that ends 
progress everywhere it goes (d’Harcourt, L’Égypte et les égyptiens, 272–73). On this trope, see 
Idris, War for Peace, chap. 6. D’Harcourt, somewhat paradoxically, coupled his indictment of 
Arab culture’s violence with criticisms of Egypt’s military weakness: it had not produced a 
conqueror since the pharaohs. See d’Harcourt, L’Égypte et les égyptiens, 19–20.

28. Amīn, Taḥrīr al-marʾa, 319–416; Amīn, al-Marʾa al-jadīda, 417–517.
29. Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, 162–63.
30. See Idris, “Colonial Hesitation.” My argument in this section expands on my research in 

this earlier piece.
31. Amīn, Les égyptiens, 26–27.
32. Amīn, Les égyptiens, 276.
33. Amīn, Les égyptiens, 282, 277–78. He concludes by informing France that its colonial 

services in Egypt are no longer required. Amīn, Les égyptiens, 297.
34. Amīn, Taḥrīr al-marʾa, 375.
35. Amīn, al-Marʾa al-jadīda, 512.
36. Amīn, Taḥrīr al-marʾa, 374.
37. Amīn, Taḥrīr al-marʾa, 374.
38. Amīn, Taḥrīr al-marʾa, 374.
39. Amīn, Taḥrīr al-marʾa, 374.
40. Mbembe, “Necropolitics.”
41. See Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism.”
42. For recent theorizations of similar dynamics, see Kotef, Colonizing Self; Tallie, Queering 

Colonial Natal, especially chap. 3.
43. Hobbes, Leviathan, 1.13, 77; Locke, Two Treatises of Government, bk. 2, §§35–38 and §49. For 

my reading of Hobbes, settler colonialism, and America, see Idris, War for Peace, chap. 5.
44. I am currently preparing a translation of some of these texts. On Islam as a system in Quṭb’s 

thought, see Shepard, “Islam as a ‘System.’”
45. On Quṭb’s federationist thinking and his neglected plan for peace, see Idris, War for Peace, 

297–304. See also Quṭb, al-Salām al-ʿālamī wa-l-Islām, 176–78.
46. See Shepard, “Sayyid Qutb’s Doctrine”; Euben, Enemy in the Mirror, 56–85.
47. Calvert, Sayyid Qutb, 16. Signposts along the Road, Calvert writes, is close to Lenin’s What Is to 

Be Done? (Calvert, Sayyid Qutb, 231).
48. See Idris, War for Peace, chap. 6; Abu-Rabiʿ, Intellectual Origins of Islamic Resurgence, chap. 

4, 198–208. For a complementary discussion of Quṭb and Islamism more generally as a 
neglected part of decolonization, see Elshakry, “ ‘History without Documents.’”

49. See Idris, “Peace,” 141–42.
50. Quṭb, al-Salām al-ʿālamī wa-l-Islām, 157–58.
51. Quṭb, al-Salām al-ʿālamī wa-l-Islām, 159.
52. Quṭb, al-Salām al-ʿālamī wa-l-Islām, 163.
53. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 143–44.
54. Quṭb, “al-Ḍamīr al-Amrīkānī.”
55. Quṭb, “Mabādiʾ al-ʿālam al-ḥurr!,” 14.
56. On such claims more recently, see Holsinger, “Carly Fiorina Goes Medieval.”
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57. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 82–83. On the significance of this temporality and its objects, 
compare with the famous passage in Hobbes, Leviathan, 1.13, 76; as well as Hobbes, 
Leviathan, 2.30, 220. See Idris, War for Peace, chap. 5.

58. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 111.
59. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 96–97, 114.
60. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 132, 142–43.
61. On the earlier resonances of some of these tropes, see Malcolm, Useful Enemies. On the 

contemporary formation of the ideas that Islam is against freedom, women, minorities, 
and progress, see Massad, Islam in Liberalism.

62. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 119.
63. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 120.
64. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 120.
65. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 122.
66. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 122.
67. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 122.
68. See Almond, History of Islam, chaps. 6–9; Masuzawa, Invention of World Religions, chaps. 6–7.
69. Lewis says of Christendom and Islam:

These two religions, and as far as I am aware, no others in the world, believe that their 
truths are not only universal but also exclusive. They believe that they are the fortunate 
recipients of God’s final message to humanity, which it is their duty not to keep selfishly 
to themselves like the Jews or the Hindus, but to bring to the rest of mankind, remov-
ing whatever barriers there may be in the way. This, between two religiously defined 
civilians [sic], which Christendom was at that time, with the same heritage, the same 
self-perception, the same aspiration, and living in the same neighborhood inevitably led 
to conflict, to the real clash of rival civilizations aspiring to the same role, leading to the 
same hegemony, each seeing it as a divinely ordained mission. We can date it precisely 
with the advent of Islam, which spread very rapidly by conquest. If you have ever been 
to Jerusalem, you must have been to the Dome of the Rock. That in itself is a mark of the 
conflict. (Lewis, “Islam and the West”)

 Although Samuel Huntington generalized the phrase “clash of civilizations,” he, too, 
retained something of what Quṭb identifies as the crusaders’ enmity in the racialized 
opposition between Islam and a Judeo-Christian West (or rather, Islam and the rest by 
virtue of so-called “bloody borders”). See Huntington, “Clash of Civilizations?,” 35.

70. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 126.
71. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 126.
72. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 126–27.
73. Quṭb, “ Aʿdūwunā al-awwal.”
74. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 127.
75. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 127.
76. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 128.
77. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 131.
78. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 128.
79. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 129.
80. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 132–41.
81. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 145.
82. Quṭb, Maʿrakat al-Islām, 131.
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83. See Meijer, Quest for Modernity.
84. For a complementary view, see Abu-Rabiʿ, Intellectual Origins of Islamic Resurgence, 201.
85. For a nineteenth-century Arab response to Orientalism, see El-Ariss, “On Cooks and Crooks.”
86. For three important exceptions, see Iqtidar, “Jizya against Nationalism”; Ahmad, Religion as 

Critique; and Devji, Muslim Zion. See also Elshakry, “ ‘History without Documents.’”
87. Wick, Red Sea, chap. 3.
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