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Note on Translation 
and Transliteration

Unless otherwise noted in the text or endnotes, all translations from Arabic 
and French are my own. For the purposes of clarity, I use the standard West-
ern spelling of terms that have entered the English language like ‘Arab,’ 
‘Islam,’ and country names. I use the standard Library of Congress translit-
eration system for all other Arabic terms.
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Prologue
Thinking about Islam and the West

As a literary scholar, I never thought I would venture to write a book on 
Islam. While Islam was the lived experience of three decades I spent in Egypt 
and is surely a penetrative force and an inevitable discourse in all the Arabic 
texts I read and analyze, authoring a work exclusively dedicated to the rela-
tionship between Islam, the West, and intellectual history was, at one time, 
far from imaginable. I began writing this book early in the summer of 2006, 
after I flew from San Francisco to Canada in order to obtain my new work 
visa. Immediately upon my arrival at the US Consulate in Toronto, I was 
singled out from a group of seven similarly circumstanced Europeans apply-
ing for the same type of work visa. I was profiled by the visa officer, who, 
acting on specific orders from the US Department of State, fingerprinted 
me, put a “cancelled without prejudice” stamp on all my previous US visas 
since 1993, and took my Egyptian passport. He told me that I could not 
re-enter the USA until I heard from his office, and that I “should find a place 
to stay because it is going to be a long wait.” I was soon to learn that mine 
was not an isolated case and that there are thousands of male Muslims with 
Middle Eastern names going through the same ordeal at various US embas-
sies and consulates. Confused, stranded, indignant, and in limbo for three 
months until the US State Department decided that I was not a threat to its 
national security, I began working on this present study.

While in Canada, the two writers that I often read and reread were 
Theodor Adorno and Walter Benjamin. Perhaps it was because they were 
both exiled that I felt a strong and renewed affinity for their work. Adorno’s 
Minima Moralia restored my faith in the emancipatory power of hope after 
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failure and gave me the strength to cope with the negative effects on my 
own life affected by the so-called “war on terror.” His definition of exile as 
the sharing of the suffering of humanity and a renunciation of the “adminis-
tered” world of commodities and consumer culture humbled my short-lived 
ordeal. “It is even part of my good fortune not to be a house-owner,” writes 
Adorno, echoing Nietzsche’s words in The Gay Science, “[T]oday we should 
have to add: it is part of morality not to be at home in one’s home.”1 Ben-
jamin’s theses on the concept of history were a different source of intellectual 
forbearance, allowing me to situate myself in a larger context and to observe 
history with Benjamin’s eyes. Benjamin’s thesis reassured me that the strug-
gle for justice and humanism is far from over, that “when the fields are still, 
and the tired men and dogs all gone to rest,” we too must “cross and recross 
the strips of moon-blanch’d green,” and like Matthew Arnold’s stubborn 
Scholar Gypsy, must “come, and again renew the quest.”2

Reflecting on Klee’s famous painting “Angelus Novus,” Benjamin speaks 
about “the angel of history” who seems ready “to move away from something 
he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring, his mouth is open, his wings 
are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned 
toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catas-
trophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of 
his feet.”3 This conflicted angel, whose gaze is endlessly captured like the Lao-
coön’s silent cry,4 looks back for a lost harmony among nations and epochs 
past, while more destruction and disharmony is yet to come as the angel 
of history steps forward towards an unforeseeable future. This magnificent 
image of the angel of history readily sums up the main idea of this book, in 
which I seek to reconstruct the recent prehistory of Islam and ‘the West’ with 
the intention of analyzing the connections between knowledge and politics.

The chapters in this book examine modern encounters between Islam 
and the West from the point of view of intellectual history, which broadly 
touches upon the Enlightenment, European modernity, colonialism, and the 
postcolonial. I strongly believe that the task of radical historiography in both 
Islam and the West begins with reading history as a history of “responsibil-
ity.” This responsibility means that we must resist the reading of history as 
an act of confirmation or totalization and must always leave room for doubt.

As a critic and cultural theorist, I am not particularly eager to take sides 
in overdetermined battles of “civilizationisms” or engage in futile clashes of 
ignorance. Instead, this book poses a set of fundamental questions. To what 
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and to whom does the term ‘Islam’ refer, and what does this reference imply 
today? How can ‘the West’ speak meaningfully about Islam when there are 
many references on the subject and no absolute concept that channels our 
knowledge, and how do Muslims in turn understand ‘the West’? If there 
is no absolute code of knowledge or criterion for validity, then certainly 
struggles or disputes over Islam’s religiosity and meaning will continue to 
emerge. In other words, Islam has fallen into a textual trap, one that often 
derives its material from world events, but which is mostly rhetorical in its 
reproduction of such material. If Islam is the world’s third Abrahamic reli-
gion to appear, why has its appearance and geographical spread over the last 
one and a half millennia posed a threat to existing religions or beliefs in the 
West? Has Islam ever really coexisted with Judaism and/or Christianity, and 
if so, to what extent? Who were Muslims and who are they now? Is there 
only one Islam or are there indeed multiple Islams? If so, what are the core 
differences between those varieties of Islam and between Islam and other 
religions? What are the relationships between Islam and violence, Islam and 
women, or Islam and freedom? What does this tell us about the differences 
between Islam and religious beliefs in the West?

Addressing each of these questions from all aspects would certainly 
require a book-length reply, and most of them have been asked before, but 
to ask them now – after Islam has been just recently re-subjected to the 
negative implications of media coverage during the recent US presidential 
campaigns – is to open an old wound that was closed but never healed. It 
is unfortunate that then-presidential candidate Barak Obama had to spend 
millions of dollars on brochures distributed across the USA just to let Amer-
icans know that he is not Muslim, while his opponent, Republican John 
McCain, took every chance to emphasize the Judeo-Christian values of his 
campaign where there was no tolerance for “fundamentalism” or “radical-
ism,” the two famous descriptors for Islam today.

Announcing in an economically challenged post-Bush America that 
“the United States is not and will never be at war with Islam,” as President 
Obama said on his first visit to Turkey, is a step of good faith and a sign of 
hope, as are all Nobel Prize-worthy visits to the Middle East to promote 
peace through public diplomacy. The fact that Obama felt the need to make 
this declaration confirms the grim reality that in America today, a ruthless 
war on Islam has been taking place and that there is no guarantee that this 
war would stop or would not flare up again at the slightest provocation. 
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And flare up it did, except this time it erupted on a small scale and against 
no one but the president himself. In the late summer of 2009 the GOP 
Tea Party proponents roamed the streets of Washington D.C. to show their 
disapproval of President Obama’s health coverage reform plan, while in the 
process revealing the naked face of flagrant anti-Islamic racism. In post-
September 11 America, it has somehow become unremarkable to “accuse,” 
falsely of course, the first African American President of being “an Indone-
sian Muslim turned welfare thug,”5 while it is understandably horrendous to 
utter racist or anti-Semitic remarks about anyone.

More recently, Islam re-surfaced in the political arena when Senator 
Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, speaking before The Atlantic’s First 
Draft of History Conference on October 2, 2009, said that the right-wing 
“birthers” who think that President Obama was not born in Hawaii or was 
a “closet Muslim” are simply “crazy.” Coming from a Republican senator 
reprimanding members of his own base, this would be a promising critique, 
except that Graham went on to explain to those who question President 
Obama’s religious background and loyalty to the country that “the President 
is not a Muslim, he is a good man.”

How did things get to this point? Although I don’t think that “Muslim” 
was ever automatically seen as “good” in the USA, when did the two become 
mutually exclusive? These images and statements are painful enough to evoke 
the unutterable disappointment of the six million Muslims who live in the 
USA and of the billion Muslims around the world. But the mainstream US 
media again laughed the matter off and dismissed the associations and accu-
sations as slander and smear propaganda. The problem is multi-sided. On the 
one hand, there is the ignorant disrespect and desperate attempt to tarnish 
someone’s image for political gain. On the other hand, Islam has become 
the material for this “tarnishing.” While the President has every right to stop 
having others describe him inaccurately, how did Islam become a sanctioned 
label for negative accusations in the USA and Europe under the watch of the 
whole world? One does not need to be a Muslim to feel the offense.

We must not forget that the word George Bush mentioned in his first 
reaction to the war against terror was “crusade.” This is a heavily loaded 
term only used anachronistically to describe medieval Christian military 
campaigns against Islam to restore Christian dominion over the Holy Land. 
Soon after, Bush modified his tone and announced that the USA was not at 
war with “good Muslims.” How are we to understand these contradictions? 
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Did the Bush administration really believe that there was such a person as 
a “good Muslim”? How can we not think that Orientalism is still alive and 
metamorphosed in a ‘new speak,’ à la George Orwell, that takes the sin of a 
man hiding in a cave to besmear the whole of Islam? Maybe there is a teach-
able formula or a magic recipe that Islam somehow misses.

Why, one might ask again, has Christianity managed to wash its hands 
of the Ku Klux Klan, Eric Rudolph, Terry Nichols and Timothy McVeigh? 
How has Germany persevered after the Holocaust, and Judaism survived 
Baruch Goldstein, while Islam has failed to shake itself of Osama bin Laden? 
There is naturally a substantial difference in the volume and magnitude of 
various crimes committed against humanity. The fact that bin Laden is still 
on the loose aggravates the tension, while the threat of his large-scale crimi-
nality is still a viable one. But we should not pick and choose. All such 
crimes are combined products of sociopolitical abnormalities and the darker 
side of the human soul and should be treated as such, and not as a symptom 
or indication of one religion’s irreparably violent nature.

Perhaps the most telling sign that there is something dangerous or “some-
thing wrong,” to play on the title of a polemical book on Islam, is the silence 
among many of its “experts.” In the face of widespread skeptical and disen-
chanted critiques of Islam, relatively few have come forward to assert that 
Islam is not to be misunderstood as a religion promoting violence and ter-
rorism, or that Islam should not be confused with the inhumane agenda of 
bin Laden’s al-Qaeda.

To me, such silence suggests either resignation or concurrence, and a 
sense that many so-called “experts” on Islam have abandoned their respon-
sibility to epistemology and to the world community. Either that, or they 
simply agree that Islam is a violence-promoting religion, i.e., that it is what 
the US mass media says it is, without any historical verification or care-
ful investigation. No sense of responsibility remains on behalf of a religion 
abandoned by its “experts” and misunderstood by millions in the USA and 
Europe. This lack of action is stunning in comparison with the astounding 
number of classes and seminars taught, presentations and lectures delivered, 
conferences convened, books and newspaper columns published, television 
and radio shows aired, and films produced on a regular basis to raise aware-
ness of issues such as racial profiling, gender equality, and anti-Semitism.

In the face of these phenomena, the desire to prevent the fatal “return of 
the same,” if it hasn’t already been here, and the urgent need to interrogate 
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false continuums and prejudiced associations do not require extensive justi-
fication. For a better grasp of the present condition of Islam as a perceived 
threat to Western Europe and America, we need to make sense of the roots of 
this predicament. In very broad terms, one can distinguish at least five points 
of exclusion at work between Islam and ‘the West’: Europe’s Greco-Roman 
heritage, its Judeo-Christian tradition, and the bewildering mingling of the 
two categories; secular modernity; colonialism; and finally globalization. 
These points of reference reveal the complexity of research and scholarship 
on Islam and its relation to ‘the West’ as well as how pivotal periods in recent 
history, especially colonialism, which led to the rise of Arab nationalism, 
could become much more than a minor supplement or background to the 
economic and political history of the Arab-Muslim world.

Frantz Fanon makes an important observation on the bias of the Western 
historian of colonialism, arguing that “the history which he writes is not the 
history of the country which he plunders but the history of his own nation.”6 
This tendency to silence or marginalize the colonial experience among some 
Western scholars is also underlined by Edward Said, who makes a salient 
argument about the “obstinate assumption that colonial undertakings were 
marginal and perhaps even eccentric to the cultural activities of the great 
metropolitan cultures.”7 I am not assuming that colonialism was the only 
significant factor that shaped the contemporary Arab-Muslim world, but its 
deepest consequences should not be overlooked. Fanon and Said warn us 
that this thread of excised colonial historiography will almost inevitably be 
reproduced in the postcolonial. If this reproduction indeed exists, how can 
one understand it without a radical interrogation of all postcolonial histo-
riographies on Islam and the Arab world developed in the Western world?

To answer this question, I take a few steps back and investigate the 
dynamics of historiographical thinking in Western Europe since the rise of 
modernity. In fact, the term ‘modernity,’ which has often been seen from a 
mainstream Western perspective to be at odds with Islam, is a pivotal point 
of departure for this study. One of the arguments I explore in this book 
is that European modernity has misunderstood its responsibility towards 
history. This misunderstanding did not occur because history did not exist 
or was fabricated, but because in a moment of colonial triumph, Western 
Europe reconstructed its past to suit its present interests. While a critique 
of European modernity has been the material for many books and critical 
essays, I do not argue that the current animosity towards Muslims in Europe 
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and North America is simply a residual effect of this historicized colonial 
imagination; but neither do I say that the tension between Islam and the 
West today is something new or marks a break with all pasts. I do assert, 
however, that Islam now exemplifies the permanence of a catastrophe, that 
a history of the ‘history’ leading to this persistent catastrophe needs urgent 
restatement, and that Islam in ‘the West’ has too often been discussed out-
side of a proper historical framework.

I therefore confront issues that many theorists have struggled with, par-
ticularly the intricate connections and disconnections of ‘Islamic cultures’ 
with the colonial cultures forced on them as well as the contemporary effort 
to “Occidentalize the West.” The specific concepts compared here have not 
been brought together in a single study before: a genealogy of the difference 
between history and fiction; the genesis of historical thought in Europe; 
its revolutionary development during the ‘Enlightenment’ by Kant, Hegel, 
and Marx; the construction of Islam in the public sphere and modern 
philosophy of Western Europe; colonial and postcolonial battles over the 
location of Ibn Khaldūn’s theory of history both in ‘the West’ and the Arab 
world and their connections to hegemonic appropriations and apologetic 
nationalisms, in addition to related philosophical and historical discourses 
in French, English, and Arabic.

But one must also acknowledge that the Arab-Muslim world has become 
plagued with nationalism, and that Arab nationalism has veered from the 
path of social justice and political responsibility, creating instead tyrannies, 
abuses of authorities, and a resurgence of despotic traditions of the worst 
form. We must stop thinking sympathetically and imagining that the Otto-
man-ruled pre-colonial Arab-Muslim world was a safe haven. However, 
this “absolutist state” of corruption and political failure, to borrow Perry 
Anderson’s phrase, is not an excuse for colonialism, for nothing justifies 
the ruthless usurpation of other people’s lands and resources. But the Arab-
Muslim part of the world certainly had its share of misgovernment and 
abuses of human rights, as my analysis elucidates.

Albert Hourani warns us against the danger of seeing modern national-
ism in the Arab-Muslim world “as being no more than a new version of an 
‘Islamic’ idea of political domination.”8 Arab Muslims must see through 
the ideologies of cultural pride, the affirmation of roots, and the drum-
beating fanaticisms that characterize the empty speeches of their rulers 
today. Nationalisms capitalize on geohistorical notions of belonging to 
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one’s own place. In so doing, nationalisms create an illusion of continu-
ity and stasis and enable social diseases like despotism and corruption to 
roam unchecked. There is no question that in a post-national era, most 
Arab-Muslim states will have to make serious choices. Some countries may 
choose simply to submit to their own version of ‘modernity’ and accept it 
as it is; others may opt to merge their own culture and identity in a larger, 
more dominant whole. Some may try to turn their back upon the so-called 
‘cosmopolitanism’ and all the fashionable universalizations it stands for, 
choosing to withdraw to a lost theocratic ideal. Some may continue their 
autocratic practices of exploiting their people in the name of democracy 
and Islam. Yet some Arab countries may eventually transform their social 
forces from within and meet the ‘globalized’ world on equal footing. Other 
countries may choose to adopt some ‘Western’ ideas and merge them with 
their own traditional values, principles, and philosophies. While there is 
still much that Arab states aspire to achieve, especially on the political level, 
many try to adjust the balance between their own specific cultures and the 
cultures of Europe and America.

But in order for this to happen, we have to interrogate the multiple 
dimensions of political autocracy and economic stagnation in the Arab 
world, which cannot be separated from the hegemonies exercised mainly 
by the USA and to some extent by Western Europe. This hegemony, which 
began with Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798, makes it evident that 
the forms of cultural exchange brought about by colonialism were them-
selves both the causes and effects of the modes of economic domination and 
political tyranny that constituted the basis of colonial relations in the Arab-
Muslim world. It is therefore completely ‘natural’ that cultural hegemony 
and its satellite discourses, which forget their own violence and capture only 
the violence and antagonism of the so-called ‘Islamic world,’ would become 
the governing paradigm that continues to channel the passionate current 
political views on Islam in America and Western Europe today.

A crucial element of this crooked line of continuous hegemony is the 
transfer of colonial power from Western Europe to America during the 
1950s, which is most exemplified in the latter’s unflinching support of Israel 
in the latest incarnations of the Middle East conflict and the most recent 
involvements of the two Bush Administrations in oil-rich Iraq. Through 
complex legacies, the USA inherited British and French colonial paradigms 
in the Arab-Muslim world, with systems and policies of management that 
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replicate the colonial tradition of the last two centuries, albeit with a dif-
ferent, more sophisticated technology: this is exactly the implication of the 
various accounts of Euro-American colonial continuity.

Therefore, it makes little sense to focus only on the image of Islam in 
‘the West’ after September 11 and disregard the protracted and complex 
involvement of Western Europe and the USA in incessant acts of transna-
tional (neo-)colonial aggressions against this part of the world. There is an 
insidious continuity at work here, and it must be broken asunder in order 
for us to have a more informed understanding of the relationship between 
Islam and ‘the West.’ This understanding can only be achieved through a 
responsible invocation of history, since the task of radical historiography, as 
Walter Benjamin argued, cannot be downgraded to a recounting of events 
in fixed time, but must “seize hold of memory as it flashes up at a moment 
of danger,” and “grasp … the constellation that [one’s] own era has formed 
with an earlier one.”9

Ultimately, this book has one core goal: to examine the possibility of 
restoring the referent ‘Islam’ to a functional code of knowledge. In fact, at 
no other time has a careful examination of Islam and its relationship to the 
West, to historiography, and to the discourse of intellectual history been 
more compelling than in today’s post-September 11 political environment. 
The attacks of September 11, which resulted in the deliberate brutal kill-
ings of thousands of innocent Americans, have raised many questions about 
Islam. Those questions range from investigations of the relationship of 
Islam, both as a religion and as a social practice, to the discourse of violence, 
to issues of democracy, liberalism, gender, secularism, and freedom, among 
others. More importantly, the events of September 11 have reopened old 
debates on Islam and ‘the West’ and brought to the surface ‘inconvenient’ 
questions not only about the position of Islam in relationship to modernity 
and the European understanding of world history, but also the implications 
of this understanding in the world today.

I hope this book does not fall prey to the ready-made ideological assump-
tions that because I am an Egyptian/Muslim/Arab, I must somehow be 
writing from a provincial position or represent the point of view of the Arab-
Muslim world, supposing that this part of the world indeed has a single 
unified view on any one question, much less in general. Those assumptions 
are wasteful obfuscations that only serve to nourish the minds of conspiracy 
theorists who choose to ignore rigorous critique and divert attention from 
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core matters and crucial issues involving our common humanity. Those crit-
ical issues raise a genuine and humanistic concern over the divide between 
the palimpsestic abuses of the past and an understanding of history as a rich 
and teachable discipline.

Engagement in arguments makes us all victims in a war of fruitless rea-
soning that is inevitably lost on all fronts. It is easy to take sides and to 
simply deny, prove, or dispute pro-Islamic or anti-Islamic positions, espe-
cially when there is no absolute standard or norm of grounding statement 
to which all can return. In this sense, the Muslim world’s witness to Islam 
being anatomized and critiqued has divested the Muslim world of the 
means to argue. If a scholar seeks to prove a given statement about Islam as 
an empirical fact, say Islam’s tolerance for coexistence, then the moral grav-
ity of Islam as a dynamic religion based in ethics will be unnecessarily lost. If 
he or she attempts to demonstrate the bias present in anti-Islam campaigns, 
then the general and the universal value of the argument will also be lost, 
and so on and so forth. This is because radical revisionists of Islam deny not 
merely the referent of Islam, but its historical sense as well. In other words, 
a statement of spirituality and peace in Islam or a lecture on the beauty and 
loftiness of Islamic sophism is not enough to defeat revisionism and antago-
nism. It is no longer a matter of making others submit to the verification 
game, because, in a postnationalist global world, Islam has become a political 
and an ethical question.10 How then in this already alienating globality can 
we speak about Islam? If there are no grounds, or, if the grounds have been 
shaken and questioned, how can we meaningfully write about Islam?

An important starting point for making sense of Islam today is contextu-
alization. To learn about Islam is to situate it in relation to its non-Islamic 
correlatives. Since Islam will achieve its meaning, in fact its stamp of verifi-
cation, through linkage to, or difference from, the non-Islamic, what other 
discourses, networks, or fields of knowledge and practices can one define as 
essentially non-Islamic or anti-Islamic? Modernity? Globalism? Cosmopoli-
tanism? Humanism and all its offshoots of secularism, freedom, democracy, 
progress, and enlightenment? Is it also fair in this context to add colonial-
ism as an anti-Islamic discourse? After all, most of the Arab-Muslim world 
was colonized for decades by European forces with ‘civilizing missions’ that 
symbolized the above differences. With all those fields of difference in mind, 
how can we link the current political and economic conditions of the Arab-
Muslim world to European colonialism and global conflict? Approaching 
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such questions requires serious considerations of global tendencies and con-
nections. In the postcolonial, the differences between Islam and its others, 
or what Islam is the other of, are no longer seen from a strictly religious 
point of view that differentiates between ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ or ‘truth’ and 
‘error,’ for those are passé, though in some discourses the dichotomies of 
‘good’ versus ‘evil’ have never broken down. They are rather viewed from the 
trendy ‘globalizational’ standpoint of acceptability, whether Islam is suitable 
or unsuitable, useful or superfluous, sophisticated or obsolete, worldly or 
nihilistic for a world moving rapidly towards internationalism.

Some recent and contemporary studies have in fact raised the question of 
Islam in relationship to globalization. A number of scholars approach this 
topic as if the Arab-Muslim world’s recent history had not passed through 
colonization,11 or as if the experience of imperialism had somehow shaped a 
common concern of an imaginary Muslim “ummah,”12 or even as if the cul-
ture of Europe had set the standards against which Muslim national cultures 
must measure themselves.13 We would have learned nothing from the last 
three decades of theory and cultural studies if we did not question assumed 
coherences and wide generalizations, especially when many spaces within 
the Arab world have not yet achieved complete cultural decolonization. As 
I elucidate in the Epilogue, I take issue with the ‘global,’ the ‘cosmopoli-
tan,’ and their associated ‘-isms.’ The first because it normalizes relationships 
among world’s nations and assumes a homogeneity that is at best question-
able in a world of political rifts and economic hierarchies, and the second 
because ours is unfortunately a world completely different from Aldus Hux-
ley’s Brave New World; there is simply not enough “soma” to entertain the 
bourgeois idea and produce the “historical amnesia” and the “identitarian 
reconditioning” necessary for the fresh cosmopolitan start.

In a post-September 11 political world, ‘global’ research on Islam has 
unfortunately mainly been focused on the study of its relationship to vio-
lence and terrorism. Notions like Islamdom, Islamism, political Islam, the 
rise of the new umma, and the revival of the Caliphate have been viewed 
as phenomena facing ‘western modernity.’ In her important work on the 
Islamic revival and feminism in Egypt, the anthropologist Saba Mahmoud 
draws attention to this syndrome by arguing that “the neologism ‘Islamism’ 
frames its object as an eruption of religion outside the supposedly ‘normal’ 
domain of private worship, and thus as a historical anomaly requiring expla-
nation if not rectification.” Because of September 11, Mahmoud continues, 
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there is now powerful support “to strengthen the sense that it is secular-
liberal inquisition before which Islam must be made to confess.”14

While those and many “Islamism” studies that Mahmoud critiques and 
that clutter our bookshelves and libraries could use some radical unpacking, 
most of them come as a consequence of or a reaction to current political 
thought about Islam in a “new world order,” where the ‘global’ becomes cot-
erminous with ‘the political’ and inextricably linked to the notion of secular 
modernity which followed the European Enlightenment. In this context, 
the most prominent religious culture that does not portray itself as ‘global’ 
is that of Islam. In this universally ‘democratic’ cosmo-politicality, Islam is 
seen not just as an “inquisition-able” religion that refuses to immerse itself 
in a global environment, but as one whose refusal to assimilate automatically 
implies that all its adherents could pose significant threats to the world at 
large. By accepting this limitation, we narrow our research and miss oppor-
tunities to broaden the discussion and engage with more informed studies 
on Islam and ‘the West’. Despite the anti-Islamic scare tactics of people like 
Daniel Pipes and Martin Kramer, Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies now 
is at its heyday in the Western world, and could in fact be the transnation-
alizing vehicle with which to escape obsolete apologetics, biased polemics, 
or the return of vicious forms of knowledge like ethnocentrism. Therefore 
a meaningful approach to Islam cannot dissociate itself from the wider his-
torical and cultural European and North American contexts embedded in 
the contours of various political, economic, and social traditions.

There are many scholars and historians in ‘the West’ who study Islam dis-
cursively as part of a rigorous intellectual endeavor spanning both ‘the West’ 
and the Arab-Muslim world. Not only have a number of those scholars 
contributed influentially to Islamic studies, but they have also raised the bar 
for quality scholarship on Islam both within and outside the Islamic world, 
maintaining the primacy of evidence over all theory, some of whom are 
native to the Arab-Islamic world and normally write in English or French 
(such scholars include Edward Lane, Arnold J. Toynbee, Franz Rosenthal, 
Jacques Berque, Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Albert Hourani, Mohammed 
Arkoun, and many others). We must take into consideration the fact that 
numerous studies have dealt with ways in which the West perceives Mus-
lims and Arabs and vice versa. Works like Said’s Orientalism (1978) and 
Ḥasan Ḥanafī’s Muqaddima fī ‘Ilm al-Istighrāb [Introduction to Occiden-
talism] (2000) create a continuity thesis on Orientalism, although the 
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two have different ideas about the response. Even before Said and Ḥanafī, 
Hourani had already taken broader steps in theorizing the divide between 
the East and the West. Hourani’s incisive analysis of major Western writ-
ers ushers us through the intricate and daunting task of a historian like 
Marshall Hodgson, whose Venture of Islam Hourani examines very closely 
in Islam in European Thought and discovers intriguing similarities between 
Hodgson and Ibn Khaldūn. Hourani’s talent also exposes the anti-Islamic 
bias of eighteenth-century thinkers like Voltaire, Diderot, Comte de Boul-
ainvilliers, and Schlegel as well as Orientalists like Henri Lammens and Sir 
William Muir.15 Many years after the writing of Arabic Thought in the Lib-
eral Age, Hourani acknowledges that he may have been “wrong in laying too 
much emphasis upon ideas which were taken from Europe, and not enough 
about what was retained from an older tradition.”16 On the contrary, Hou-
rani illuminated many dark corners in Islamic and European cultures; only 
a rare scholar like him can successfully navigate the rough terrain of Arab-
Islamic and European exchanges in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
But we should not take Hourani’s acknowledgement lightly, as it does point 
to a constitutive lack in Islamo-European studies. In trying to explain to 
post-September 11 readers not just the history of Islam but Islam as a condi-
tion enabling historical thinking, especially that of ‘the West,’ one must be 
aware of two interlocking forces working simultaneously: that which West-
ern schools of thought and philosophies of history tried to impose upon 
world readers, and that which an Arab-Muslim society with a long tradition 
of historical thought was producing from within itself.

There are also those who are mere accomplices to power, who already 
know the argument before they read the text, and can produce and promote 
ideas tailored to serve an existing political agenda. They are usually the ones 
who play the role of Othello’s Iago, the knowledgeable villains in a tragedy 
they may not have sparked but are sure to orchestrate to the end. It is a 
tragedy whose most diabolic script can best be shown in Daniel Pipes’ fol-
lowing statement:

There is no escaping the unfortunate fact that Muslim government 
employees in law enforcement, the military, and the diplomatic corps 
need to be watched for connections to terrorism, as do Muslim chap-
lains in prisons and the armed forces. Muslim visitors and immigrants 
must undergo additional background checks. Mosques require a 
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scrutiny beyond that applied to churches, synagogues, and temples. 
Muslim schools require increased oversight to ascertain what is being 
taught to children.17

As history continues to disrupt the neatly ordered speculative structures and 
theoretical assumptions we cast on ourselves and on others, we yearn for a 
firm and trusted ground to stand on, especially after Islamic fundamental-
ism had stood out as extremely hostile to the new world, allowing people like 
Pipes to inaugurate a new age of “thought police” against all Muslims inside 
and outside America. While ‘Islamism’ has received its due of scholarly and 
non-scholarly attention over the last few years, a critical examination of the 
mechanics of the production of history between Islam and ‘the West’ and 
the logos of rationalism and positivism is long overdue.

Thus, this book’s argument is structured around the development of intel-
lectual history in Western Europe and its distinctive academic ramifications 
as we encounter them in studies of Islam and the Islamic world. I build this 
framework not simply around contested definitions of history, or around 
Europe’s transition from a modernity of ‘historical progress’ to a coloniality 
of legitimation, but more importantly around some highly loaded histori-
ography of “encounters” between East and West, whether those encounters 
were colonial, personal, or even textual, since texts too are a viable form of 
hegemony.

One final cautionary question. How can one write a book on Islam, 
modernity, and ‘the West’ without being apologetic or polemical, or with-
out being labeled as Islamophilic, or pro-Islam, or anti-Western? I have tried 
to avoid the often truncated and abusive reference to the ‘Muslim world’ 
which includes Muslim populations in the Arab world, as well as wherever 
they live in small or large numbers outside of this region. I say “Islam and 
the West,” which are not two totally distinct entities, in order to refer spe-
cifically to the intricate encounters in modern history that brought the two 
together, or one to the other. But I also assert the ‘Arab’ and ‘Arabic’ part of 
Islam in this book, as I elucidate below, to specify not only the original lan-
guage of Islam, but also the part of the world that uses this language today, 
which I will refer to as the ‘Arab-Muslim world’ throughout this study.18

My view of the West’s impression of Islam is that it was shaped in struggle 
and that thoughts about the lost empire in Africa and Asia, the 1979 Ira-
nian Revolution, the rise of militia wars and political strife in Lebanon, the 
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Palestinian question, and the deadly chess game of peace negotiations in the 
Middle East were all perceived to have been largely influenced by the actions 
of the Arab-Muslim world. The transformative events of Western history 
itself – the depression of the 1890s, the “scramble for Africa,” World War I, 
the depression of the 1930s, World War II, the rise of bipolar global politics, 
the rise of the United States as a superpower – all had a tremendous impact 
on the Arab-Muslim world that deserves careful consideration. The ‘West’ 
was reacting to a wide range of real and imagined threats: fear of the colonies 
fighting back as well as fear of pan-Arabism, pan-Islamism, pan-Africanism, 
the ‘Red Sickle,’ to name a few. As they colonized the Arab-Muslim world, 
both France and England, to choose two major European colonial powers, 
had different polices but similar objectives. France aimed to expand and 
annex the Maghreb while England invested in indirect ruling and building 
up the middle class. Both colonial powers, however, endeavored to ‘con-
tain’ and redirect Islam in the Arab colonies. In places like Egypt, Sudan, 
and Algeria, at least, Islamic resistance to colonialism had already proven 
wrong any simulations of order and containment in the colonies.19 We must 
ask harder questions about how the discourse on Islam in the West was 
produced and maintained. In assuming coherence rather than attending to 
silenced voices, we will never be able to see through the cracks of an all-
knowing imperial apparatus.

While it is not my intention to either make this book about Arab-Muslim 
nationalism and anti-colonial movements or blame ‘the West’ for everything 
that went wrong, I do hope to bring out the extent to which colonial his-
tory was part of intense and ramified encounters and demonstrate that there 
still persist some intellectual remnants of those encounters that behove us 
to interrogate the logical frameworks and specific cultural discourses that 
produced and sustained them. Although I believe that a careful examination 
of colonialism in the public spheres of both the colonized and colonizers has 
much to say about contemporary politics and impressions of Islam in the 
West, this is not a book about postcolonial conditions, nor does it attend to 
the extensive work done by writers like Dipesh Chakrabarty, Homi Bhabha, 
Gayatri Spivak, Achille Mbembe, and others.

Many of my examples are drawn from Egypt, a country that I know very 
well, not only because I was born and educated there, but because I have 
studied it a great deal. Egypt in particular provides for an excellent case study 
of the book’s central themes. Not only does the colonization of Egypt play 
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a pivotal role in the genesis of theories of capital imperialism, but Egypt has 
also become one of the classic cases of European expansion and a ground for 
contended histories and theories of colonialism from J.A. Hobson to Roger 
Owen and from Jacques Berque to Timothy Mitchell.20 In this book, the 
invasion of Egypt raises an important set of questions over British percep-
tions, and equating, of the misery of modern Egypt with that of biblical 
Egypt as well as colonial violence and penal codes in the colonies, especially 
with reference to Denshawai, a central yet less widely studied event in British-
Egyptian colonial relations.

Even though my approach foregrounds intellectual history and in some 
of its chapters deals with problems of historiography and colonialism, this 
book is a product of the present and reflects not only the current state of 
knowledge, but also the preoccupations of the post-September 11 world, 
and in the process overlooks others, sometimes consciously. In the end, I 
argue that history is an organizing discourse and a powerful rhetorical prac-
tice, but not always in the blatant ways that the current focus on Islam 
might lead us to expect. In recent and current scholarship the term ‘Islam’ 
has been avoided as often as it was used. Terms currently used that show 
political correctness and specialization include: “Islamism,” Islamicism,” 
“Islamdom,” “good Muslims,” “bad Muslims,” “political Islam,” “radical 
Islam,” “militant Islam,” “islamicists,” “global Islam,” and others. But this 
does not mean that “anti-Islamism” (hate of all Muslims regardless of their 
political affiliations) vanished with the “academic” or official language in 
which it was condemned. This careful rhetoric will not necessarily naturalize 
intellectual history, especially when less than a century ago, the very names 
of Islam and the Arabs were used as a homogenizing and essentializing tool 
for imperial categorizational purposes.

The Structure of the Book
Since this study looks at Islam both as a religion and as a social practice, 
locating it within binaries with which it is typically associated, this chapter 
continues with a list of keywords and corresponding definitions that are of 
crucial importance for the reader’s understanding of the bone of contention 
between Islam and the West. Those keywords are meant to draw attention 
to the pattern of Islam’s being seen as an “Other” to modernity, globalism, 
cosmopolitanism, humanism and its offshoots of secularism, freedom, 
democracy, progress and so on. The goal of those definitions is to point to 
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the importance of deconstructing the (perceived antagonistic) relationship 
that Islam has held vis-à-vis each of these concepts.

In Chapter 1, I examine the intricate relationship between the writing of 
history and the writing of fiction. As I interrogate and trace the borderlines 
between those two discourses since Aristotle, I argue that Islam has been 
caught in the fault lines between the fictional and the historical. I further 
argue that the problem of misunderstanding Islam began with European 
modernity, and that it is in essence a question of epistemology. Tracing three 
crucial moments in modern European historical thinking – the Enlight-
enment’s concept of intellectual history since Kant, European modernity’s 
re-appropriation of intellectual history, and the rise of the poststructural-
ist critique of European modernity – this chapter points to the gaps that 
Europe’s contending ‘history’ of intellectual history creates in relationship 
to itself and to the Arab-Muslim tradition.

In Chapter 2, I critique the Aristotelian/non-Aristotelian theses that 
now inform most Western criticisms of Ibn Khaldūn. I show how modern 
and contemporary Arab writers, while they challenge the ethnocentrism of 
Western intellectual history, expose their own proto-nationalist biases and 
one-dimensional thinking. This dialectic alerts us to a new kind of war, one 
in which the discourse of intellectual history has become a variation on the 
theme of colonial conquest. I use the case of the Arab-Muslim historian 
Ibn Khaldūn as my guiding example. I argue that conflicting critiques of 
Ibn Khaldūn reveal a major issue in scholarship on cultural heritage: the 
problem of Islamic thought as “Other” and as “Othering,” namely, Islam 
as constituted in the West where a “thinking” “Self ” distinguishes and dis-
tances itself from an alien “Other,” and Islam as it constitutes itself in the 
Arab world against the colonial West in the same dialectical movement.

Chapter 3 focuses on the place of Islam in Hegel’s philosophy of world 
history. Islam and the Arab world represent a palpable gap in Hegel’s under-
standing of history. In Hegel’s scattered references to Islam, he paid more 
attention to a dominant or received impression of Islam without attend-
ing to its original texts, subsequent developments, or contemporary living 
expressions, and without careful documentation of his sources. I emphasize 
a major difficulty in grasping Hegel’s concept of history, namely, that the 
real to Hegel is not what is out there in the phenomenological world. Geist 
(the mind or the spirit) is the only reality for Hegel and history is primarily 
a mental process. Using Perry Anderson’s Lineages of the Absolutist States 



18	 Islam, Orientalism and Intellectual History

as a point of reference, I investigate the historical framework that ‘shaped’ 
Hegel’s views on Islam in world history and the recycling of those views in 
contemporary critiques of Islam.

Chapter 4 focuses on the evolution of Islam in modern British thought. 
I examine the cultural productions which allowed ‘interest’ in Islam and the 
Arab world to thrive and become symptomatic of a broader historical posi-
tioning of the Arab-Muslim world in nineteenth-century England. I argue 
that even before the emergence of anti-Islamic bias in the works of Edward 
Lane or Mary Shelley, the eighteenth century served as a clear predecessor 
to an imminent condition of coloniality. This condition indicates that many 
writers’ and travelers’ accounts of the non-European world in nineteenth-
century Britain stemmed not only from a general position of antipathy and 
confrontation, but also from an inherited cultural and religious bias.

In Chapter 5, I take the French and British occupations of Egypt as 
a springboard for examining the contradiction between the liberal ideals 
imported from Europe and the denial of fundamental rights in the colonies. 
This chapter raises an important set of questions over the double stand-
ards of colonial penal systems, with particular reference to the incident of 
Denshawai, a central event in British–Egyptian colonial relations. In the 
postcolonial Arab-Muslim word, the depredations of colonialism have been 
transformed into nationalist memories of the brutal perpetrations of colo-
nial Europe. Every time those memories are invoked today (in museums, 
TV series, or Friday sermons), a sense of resentment and indignation is 
rekindled. I further argue that if colonial Europe’s influence on Islam is 
hemmed by a number of complex issues, including the conflict between 
modernity and traditional culture and the protracted, conflict-ridden proc-
ess of the emergence in the postcolonial Arab-Islamic world of versions of 
modernity and nationalism, then it must follow that these narratives will 
offer an alternative history that cannot be ignored.

Lastly, in the Epilogue, I discuss restoring Islam to a code of knowledge. 
Through a return to the overlap of fictional and historical representations 
of Islam, I draw attention to false continuums and constructed ideologies 
that took shape and continued in the post-September 11 political climate. 
I particularly investigate the positioning of Islam in relationship to fashion-
able concepts like globalization and cosmopolitanism and the effects those 
concepts have on the cancerous growth of Islamophobia in Europe and 
America today.
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Definitions
While each of the following terms is the subject of numerous volumes that 
vary in their comprehensiveness and emphases, I limit my coverage of each 
term to what is most relevant to this book. My point here is not to offer 
a general introduction to each of these terms but to highlight the specific 
aspects of their developments that are relevant as background. In presenting 
these definitions, I also aim to shed light on the ways in which continuously 
used terms are not used to refer to the same referents over time. Where 
important terms like ‘Islam,’ ‘Arab,’ ‘religion,’ and ‘nation’ are used, they 
stand for ideas that have histories and are never simply stagnant (even if 
some wish to paint them this way for ideological reasons).

Arabic and the Arabs
The Arabic language, together with Hebrew and Aramaic among others, is 
classified as one of the Semitic languages within the Afro-Asiatic family of 
languages. Today, the word ‘Arabic’ is used in English to refer to the Arabic 
language, but in Arabic, the word for the Arabic language is a feminine 
definite derivation from the stem ‘-r-b, namely al-‘arabiyya. Many histori-
cal linguists consider this triliteral root to be related to the root of the word 
Hebrew (עברית ) through metathesis. Others believe that this triliteral root 
derives from the name of the first man ever thought to have spoken the lan-
guage, the folkloric figure Ya‘rub ibn Qaḥṭān. He is also known as the father 
of the lands of Yemen, where the aboriginal Arabs, among them Ismā‘īl (Ish-
mael), son of Ibrahīm (Abraham) by his Egyptian wife Hājar (Hagar), are 
said to have lived (at least according to the famous Arab lexicographer and 
philologist Ibn Manẓūr in his renowned dictionary Lisān al-‘Arab. In pre-
Islamic times, Arabic was spoken mainly in the Arabian Peninsula, where 
it was the medium of a great tradition of poetry, also known as fann al-
‘arabiyya al-awwal (the first art of the Arabic language), which was mainly 
preserved and transmitted orally.21 Although Arabic writing was known in 
Arabia during the pre-Islamic era, tombstones as early as the third century 
attest to Arabic being written in gradually evolving forms as Aramaic-based 
script, a script which eventually evolved into the present Arabic script.22 
It was not, however, until the fourth century that Arabic was written in 
Aramaic script. In the fifth century, the city of Mecca gained commercial 
prominence and began to organize poetry competitions at an annual fair 
known as ‘Ukāẓ. Poets from every tribe would gather there and recite poetry 
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exalting the deeds and exploits of their respective ancestors. It was at this 
fair that the Arabic language reached a high level of mastery and perfection, 
especially among the poets of the famous tribe of Quraysh. Before long, 
members of the tribe of Quraysh became, as Ibn Manẓūr writes in Lisān 
al-‘Arab, “the most proficient speakers of Arabic in history.” It should not 
escape us here that Ibn Manẓūr’s admiration of Quraysh’s Arabic could pos-
sibly be dictated more by the social and political concerns of his time than 
by scholarly evidence and consultation of sources from earlier centuries.

With the advent of Islam in the seventh century and with the revela-
tion of the Qur’ān in the Qurayshī dialect, Arabic gained an even higher 
degree of perceived sanctity. The fact that the Qur’ān was revealed in Arabic 
and ritual prayers and public worship were performed in the same language 
made its study and cultivation a sacred endeavor. The hegemony of dawlat 
al-Islām (Islamic rule) affected the peripheries of the Arabian Peninsula, 
causing Arab pastoral nomads from the north and center of the peninsula 
to move into the countryside of the area now known as al-hilāl al-khaṣīb 
(the Fertile Crescent), which includes modern-day Iraq and Syria. As Islam 
spread, so did the Arabic language. Aramaic, Syriac, Coptic, and Pahlavi 
(Middle Persian), in addition to older diminishing languages like Assyrian, 
Babylonian, Chaldean, and other Canaanite languages of that area, slowly 
began to fade away owing to the rapid expansion of Arabic under the aegis 
of Islam. Not only was Arabic the language of the Qur’ān, but it also became 
the language of al-sharī‘a (Divine Law),23 of al-sīra al-nabawiyya (the record 
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of the events of Prophet Muḥammad’s life), and of al-hadīth wal-sunna 
(the sayings and practices of the Prophet). With the growth of Islam and 
the subsequent dominance of the Islamic Caliphates, Arabic became the 
language of government and administration. As the center of Islamic rule 
moved from Mecca to Damascus to Baghdad, then splitting into multiple 
smaller centers of power in al-Andalus, North Africa, and Egypt, peoples 
who accepted Islam had to learn Arabic for purposes of work, trade, and 
communication with their governors in addition to religious reasons. It was 
no coincidence that the science of the Arabic language would emerge and 
develop at the hands of scholars whose first language was not Arabic and 
who had to acquire the language through practice and studied it in com-
parison with their mother tongues. Among those scholars is the famous 
Sībawayh (d. 793 ce) who is regarded as the founding father of Arabic 
grammar although he was Persian.

Today Arabic is the official language of 22 countries,24 with a combined 
population of about 300 million people extending from the Persian Gulf to 
the Atlantic Ocean, across Southwest Asia and North Africa.25 Spoken in 
many different dialects, Arabic remains the predominant language in Saudi 
Arabia, Iraq, Kuwait, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Yemen, 
Egypt, the Sudan, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, Mauritania, Syria, 
Lebanon, Jordan, and Palestine. Arabic is also used in countries in Africa, 
Southeast Asia, and elsewhere.26 Although every Arab country has its own 
dialects that differ from Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) in pronunciation, 
grammar, and vocabulary, educated Arabic speakers usually use MSA in 
formal discourse and in writing. The multiplicity of dialects that co-exist 
alongside MSA in a diglossic situation reflect and reinforce the importance 
of local identity in an environment where historically a push for unity that 
used language (Standard-ized Arabic) as an instrument was never accepted 
as the sole identity of the Arab world’s peoples. Local identities still play a 
major part within Arab countries. If you ask a Syrian where s/he is from, 
you’re more likely to hear ‘Aleppo,’ or ‘Damascus’ rather than ‘Syria.’ To 
complicate this further, many speakers of Arabic who live in the Arab world 
do not think of themselves as Arabs, such as the Maronites of Lebanon and 
the Copts of Egypt.

The English word ‘Arab’ is thus derived from a very rich root in the Arabic 
language that has a variety of complex meanings. For example, the Arabic 
word ‘arab (Anglicized as ‘Arab’), which generally refers to the Arab peoples, 
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is different from the word a‘rāb (Arabized or nomadic Arabs), used histori-
cally to refer to the peoples who lived in the outskirts of the Arab Peninsula 
but were not considered ‘arab. Historically, there were considered to be two 
kinds of ‘arab. The first are known as ‘arab ‘āriba (autochthonous), and the 
second ‘arab musta‘riba (Arabized), often used to refer to those who have 
become Arabs or Arabized after mixing with the Arabs for generations, not 
to be confused with muta‘arrib, (de-Arabized), an obsolete derogatory word 
that referred to someone who left the metropolitan life of central Arab cities 
like Mecca and went back to live in the desert. Contrary to the argument 
that the word Arab is used in the Qur’ān exclusively in the Bedouin sense 
and never to refer to the people of Mecca, the Qur’ān actually uses two dif-
ferent variations on the stem ‘-r-b. The first is the adjectival ‘arabī (Arabic), 
usually modifying the noun lisān (tongue) or Qur’ān to underline the fact 
that the Qur’an is revealed in “an exemplary clear Arab tongue” and to dis-
tinguish it from being a‘jamī (foreign). Examples could be found in chapters 
like The Bees, The Poets, Yūsuf, Fuṣṣillat, The Thunder, and Ṭāhā. The second 
variation on this root used in the Qur’ān is A‘rāb (Arabized or nomadic 
Arabs). This word is often used to alert the Prophet to the hypocrisy and 
lack of faith of some tribes from the desert and far oases who announced 
their conversion to Islam for the sake of receiving alms and charity, not for 
the love of God. The reference is meant to distinguish them from al-‘Arab 
(the Arabs). Examples of this reference can be found in chapters like The 
Repentance, The Parties, and The Rooms. Moreover, according to Ibn Manẓūr, 
the Arab historian al-Azharī is reported to have said that “he who does not 
distinguish between al-‘Arab and al-A‘rāb (the Arabs and the Arabized) is 
ignorant and biased against the Arabs.”27

The fall of the Ottoman Empire (a.k.a. the Porte) and the rise of coloni-
alism in the Arab world have complicated the meaning of Arabness as well 
as of the Arab world, which is not coextensive with the Middle East. The 
latter is an exclusively political term of Western origin that is often taken to 
include non-Arab countries like Israel, Turkey, and Iran. Following World 
War I, major European forces, particularly Britain and France, divided 
Africa and Asia into smaller areas of interest. As the Porte disintegrated 
at European hands that then grabbed its pieces and made colonies and 
spheres of interest out of them, Arab identity started to go through a series 
of important changes. Once these regions became independent countries, 
identities within the Arab world grew to encompass many layers: ethnic, 
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religious, national, local. Meanwhile, the word ‘Arab’ began to assume a dif-
ferent character and became almost a monolith, especially in Western eyes.

Islam
The Arabic root for the word Islam consists of three letters: s, l, m. This root 
is rich in meanings. Among words with this root are “peace,” “surrender,” 
and “submission;” pre-Islamic meanings included such nominal, verbal, 
and adjectival variations as “purity/purification,” “sole ownership,” “safe,” 
“to deliver from harm/evil/vices,” “to deliver to a destination,” “to return 
something back to its original owner,” “to receive something by hand,” 
“elevation/ascension/sublation,” and “welcome and greetings.”28 Although 
Islam is neither the first nor the only religion in the Arab world, to speak of 
the Arab world today is to refer not only to countries that share a language 
and other cultural traditions, but also to countries whose demographics, 

Map 2â•‡  Africa in 1914
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ideologies, and political identities have in many ways been formed and 
informed by the predominance of the Islamic faith. As Islam spread, it came 
to be practiced in diverse ways by diverse cultures both inside and outside 
of the Arab world today.

But the religion strongly retains its Arab substance and character. The 
message of Islam was brought to the world by Prophet Muḥammad, himself 
an Arab. The nature of Islam’s emphasis on communal ties and social ethics 
is fundamentally rooted in the Arab experience and therefore cannot be 
fully understood without reference to its setting of origin. As the most effec-
tive ideological force governing the Arab world for more than a millennium, 
Islam has no doubt left indelible marks on the way it has defined itself. In 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for example, major Islamic move-
ments, including Wahhābism, Mahdism, and Sanūsism, rose in response 
to changing political dynamics and social practices in certain Arab regions. 
Although these movements’ heydays are now long past, their legacies remain 
alive in the minds of some proponents who appear sporadically in different 
parts of the Arab world.

Nothing has roused Arab Islam to action in recent history more than the 
external threat and political challenges posed by European imperialism in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. By the end of World War I, a pre-
dominantly Muslim Arab world found itself in the grips of an alien culture 
that challenged its fundamental principles and values. The pressure of this 
foreign modernity with its military superiority and ostensibly secular values 
contributed to the rapid development of a sense of Arab nationalism cen-
tered on Islam that spread throughout Africa and Asia.29 The struggle was 
harsh and long, and the results of European colonialism have been colos-
sal. The geopolitical map of the Arab-Muslim world changed dramatically 
as Arab countries began to assume their independence from foreign rule. 
All independent Arab nations successively became members of the Arab 
League, which at its inception in the 1950s was controlled by Gamal Abdel 
Nasser, the Egyptian leader who disseminated the ideology of pan-Arabism. 
The movements of pan-Arabism, pan-Islamism, and Arab nationalism, 
sought to unite massive populations on various bases. A strong sense of 
historical consciousness makes it plausible to argue that the rise of political 
Islam is not a postcolonial phenomenon, but indeed an anti-colonial one 
ex post facto.30
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Modernity
Even when we limit ourselves to the institutionalized European modern 
period that is said to have extended roughly from the late 1850s to the 
late 1920s, there are still a multiplicity of definitions of the modern, of 
modernity, and of modernism: early, late, high, political, philosophical, and 
literary. There is modernity that is defined in relationship to the classical 
traditions of the nineteenth century, and another that is defined as a stylized 
and individualist version of the so-called Enlightenment, one that resists 
its myth of progress and challenges modernity in the name of modernity; a 
third one is seen from the point of view of the postmodern or from whose 
point of view the postmodern is (re)defined, not to mention the unpacking 
of modernity into other offshoots like modernization and modernism, or 
literary and artistic modernity with its various subcategories of impression-
ism, dadaism, surrealism, avant-gardism, futurism, and so on.

On the semantic level alone, there are crucial debates on what is modern 
and what is modernist, on modernism, modernity, and modernization.31 Add 
to this the fact that there is a Western fashion of defining the term modern 
departmentally: in philosophy, modernity is a rejection of mainstream logic 
of thought from Descartes through Kant to the epistemological trajectory 
of German idealism. Philosophical modernity celebrates Nietzsche in its 
rejection of metaphysical realism. In architecture, modernity rejects monu-
mentality and elitism and embraces pastiche and subjectivity.32 In literature, 
modernity is generally a reaction against mimeticism and functionalism, 
one that troubles the terrain between literature and life by making it difficult 
to say whether art represents, exaggerates, or deforms reality. For example, 
the English literary modernism of figures like Eliot, Pound, and Woolf fol-
lows the footprints of the French Mallarmé, though without admitting it, 
in mobilizing difficulty as a mode of privileging its own aesthetic sensibility, 
and therefore celebrating a kind of complexity and irony appreciable only 
by the cultural elite.

This leaves us with the impression that modernity is still an enormous 
field of study, one that has been given numerous definitions by the histo-
rian, the philosopher, the cultural theorist, the art historian, and the literary 
critic, without even including mass culture, popular literature, gender, and 
the non-European. For purposes of intellectual history, I choose to define 
modernity as a condition that Europe had carefully employed to serve its 
own expansionist purposes. This condition entailed ruthless critique of the 



26	 Islam, Orientalism and Intellectual History

present as well as the formation of native political powers, in addition to the 
rise of national identity, the secularization of values and norms, and freedom 
from any external authority.

In the process, however, European modernity instrumentalized human 
history in a fashion that served Europe’s present aims, as I will discuss in 
Chapters 2 and 3. This dematerialization led to the confusion of inter-
pretations with facts. Those attained facts are sometimes based on biblical 
knowledge and sometimes, paradoxically, on scientific data. As a result, 
European history was often written in one of the following four modes: a 
continuous mode, namely, one that pertains to unverifiable memory of the 
past; a demonstrable mode, that is, one that relies on positivistic, proto-
scientific language that assumes objectivity and detachment; a reflective 
mode, i.e., one that mirrors the impression that an existing power would 
like to give itself; and a terminal mode, namely, one which views history as 
a progress towards an end, be it biblical or, again, scientific.33 All this tells us 
that modernity had a clear historical function. Ironically enough, nothing 
is more historical than modernity, even in its very construction of history. 
Modernity, often treated as a period of time that has long elapsed, cannot 
prove itself without being part of the continuity of history, even though it 
could establish itself as a violent discontinuity with history.

The West
The term ‘the West’ has been used loosely and inaccurately. Some use it 
as a geographical marker to refer to Western Europe. Sometimes it is easy 
to find an anchor in the term ‘the West’ to help the postcolonial critic 
lump together that dominant and powerful imperial part of the world, 
namely EuroAmerica, in discussing postcolonial ideas and themes. Some 
even believe that if one unpacks the word ‘Eurocentrism,’ it will somehow 
yield ‘Europe,’ ‘ethnocentrism,’ and ‘the West,’ which one can use inter-
changeably. This is unfair and incorrect. Like Islam, which has become an 
ideological category – although many still pretend it is solely a theological 
one – ‘the West’ too has turned into an ideological label among postcolonial 
critics hiding underneath the garb of geography. Observing this new seman-
ticization of ‘the West,’ Raymond Williams remarks that “the west (to be 
defended) is notoriously variable to geographical and social specifications.”34 
Interestingly, Williams also notes that after the eleventh century “the West 
[Williams’ italics] as Christian or Greco-Roman,” which he emphasizes are 
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not the same thing, came to be used “by contrast with an East defined as 
Islam.”35 Thus, the invention of ‘the West,’ much like the invention of Islam, 
positions it as both a location and an empire at once. But if, as Williams 
implies, ‘the West’ is a historical category and not a geographical construct, 
then we must regard the construction of ‘Islam’ too as a fixed civilizational 
category. These constructions inevitably result in dehistoricized and dema-
terialized understandings of Islam and the so-called ‘West.’

‘The West’ in the Arab-Muslim world, very much like Europe’s idea of 
the Orient, has also been misconstrued. In the Arab-Muslim world, ‘the 
West’ has come to mean ‘the modern.’ This association inevitably opposes 
‘Islamic culture’ to ‘Western culture’ and corresponds to the rise of pan-
Islamic nationalism.36 In that sense Islam became the momentum that 
fueled Arab nationalist thought in the colonial age. In his study on the 
emergence of nationalism in colonial India, the postcolonial critic Partha 
Chatterjee offers a significant account of similar, though not wholly reli-
gious, stages of national thought. Chatterjee prefers to refer to those stages 
as decisive “moments” in which nationalist modernity is produced in the 
colonial context. “Nationalist thought at its moment of departure,” Chat-
terjee argues convincingly, “formulates the following characteristic answer: 
it asserts that the superiority of the West lies in the materiality of its culture, 
exemplified by its science, technology and love of progress. But the East is 
superior in the spiritual aspect of culture.”37

A principal factor in this epistemological attitude towards ‘the West’ 
and its difference from Islamic cultural history concerns geopolitics, which 
led to the emergence of terms like ‘Eurocentrism’ and ‘Euronormativism.’ 
Ironically enough, both Eurocentrism and Euronormativism are themselves 
specifically geopolitical constructs: calculated moves designed to insert the 
newly established idea of Europe (although such geopolitical categorization 
is neither adequate nor precise in capturing the constitutional complexity 
of European politics and culture) into a world imperial system, dominated 
mostly by England and France, but which certainly includes Germany, Hol-
land, Italy, Portugal and Spain. Such geopolitics, however, came about in 
circumstances completely different from those of September 11. What is 
most at issue here is not the scholastic environment of European epistemol-
ogy (on which Edward Said and others have often commented) but, as I 
discuss in Chapters 4 and 5, the fortunes of European supremacy at the 
moment when epistemology took a colonial turn.
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In works by writers like Francis Fukuyama, Bernard Lewis, and Samuel 
Huntington, we find a tendency to situate the world’s advancement into 
a globalized village and the distribution of capitalist economy in terms of 
the “backwardization” of Islam and “universalization” of ‘the West.’ In such 
views, both Islam and ‘the West’ are construed as civilizations. The unavoid-
able consequence of this mode of thinking is again a dematerialized and 
stagnant understanding both of Islam and ‘the West.’ This misunderstand-
ing is in large part caused by the condition of modernity, which serves as 
the sociohistorical background to the speculative formalization of categories 
like ‘the clash of civilizations’ and ‘the end of history.’

While none of these authors’ analyses provide historical contexts to sup-
port their claims on Islam, they fail still to prove how the characteristics that 
distinguish ‘the West’ from the rest of the world have come about to be. 
They also fail to explain how ‘the West’ remains whole and resists any infu-
sions, mergers, or adjustments. In part, this is also a problem of ignoring 
significant parts of history: the bloody chapters on slavery and colonialism 
in the book of modernity and the enormous wreckage caused in the Age of 
the Empire. Their absurd essentialisms prevent us from understanding Islam 
and from engaging critically with history and with ‘the West.’ The best cri-
tique of this essentialism is voiced by Arif Dirlik, who, in debunking Samuel 
Huntington’s argument on the “clash of civilizations,” lays bare the logic of 
dehistoricized Americo-Eurocentrism:

He reifies civilizations into culturally homogeneous and spatially 
mappable entities, insists on drawing impassable boundaries between 
them, and proposes a fortress EuroAmerica to defend Western civi-
lization against the intrusion of … unassimilable Others. What is 
remarkable about his views is his disavowal of the involvement of the 
“West” in other civilization areas … [he denies] the legacies of colo-
nialism, [and insists] that whatever has happened to other societies has 
happened as a consequence of their indigenous values and cultures.38

As evident from Dirlik’s incisive critique of Huntington and his pool, there 
is a persistent denial, or perhaps even a selective amnesia, at work. Michael 
Hardt and Antonio Negri describe Huntington as a “secret-advisor,” an 
“imperial Geheimrat” whose reduction of human civilization to “a conflict 
of the west against Islam” is nothing but a cheap attempt to get into “the ear 
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of the sovereign.”39 Edward Said called Huntington’s “clash of civilizations” 
a “Clash of Ignorance,” while Paul Gilroy labeled him a “civilizationist” 
who dismisses any commitment to “cosmopolitan consciousness,” and 
believes that any contact or mixture with the foreign “is risky” and will lead 
to “ontological jeopardy.”40 But maybe we should not put the blame wholly 
on government-connected scholars like Huntington, for they are not anom-
alous among the scholars of their setting. While Huntington is certainly 
worthy of criticism, worse still is the racism that is internally active and not 
outwardly distinguishable from one that is out in the open. Huntington 
gave Edward Said, Paul Gilroy, Timothy Brennan, Arif Dirlik, Mahmood 
Mamdani, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, and many others the chance 
to confirm their stand and reinforce their confrontations of the mentality 
of “mappable entities” and irreconcilable differences. Huntington’s “clash of 
civilizations” symbolizes the tip of the iceberg of Islamophobia and admin-
istrative discrimination that is otherwise hidden and practiced quietly on a 
daily basis. This administered desk-top terrorism against “the unassimilable 
Others” is a variation on the theme of power, one that wears the uniform 
of national security and targets innocent civilians, constantly subjecting the 
un-rightful people of the world to surveillance, persistently investigating 
their backgrounds, and tirelessly monitoring their movements, not to men-
tion the indefinite ‘detention’ of aliens in Guantanamo which many eminent 
critics, including Judith Butler and Paul Gilroy, continue to debate.41 There 
are “good Muslims,” as Bush once told us, but it sadly appears that there 
are a great deal of “bad ones,” and it looks like it is difficult to tell them 
apart. It is “unfortunate,” to echo Pipes’ derisive adjective, that we live in 
a country divided by race and religion, that a country of freedom and a 
land of opportunity expected to be hospitable to its “non-Western” immi-
grants and visiting guests would fall into hostile barbarism and discriminate 
against citizens because of their religious and cultural backgrounds. It is 
disheartening that the terrorized would become the terrorizer and regard its 
own as time-bombs, “sleepers,” “persons of interest,” “terrorists-in-waiting.” 
If this is what homeland security is predicated on, then this must be the 
moment when you know, as Mahmood Mamdani fearlessly puts it, that 
“Islam has become a political identity in post-9/11 America.”42 This is why 
a fully educated American like Huntington (who earned a B.A. from Yale in 
1946, an M.A. from the University of Chicago in 1948, and a Ph.D. from 
Harvard in 1951, and served as the White House’s Coordinator of Security 
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Planning between 1977 and 1978) is not an island unto himself or a “mad 
scientist” speaking to empty seats when he hypostatizes Western civilization 
and states that “A [sic] multi-cultural America is not possible because a non-
Western America is not America.”43 If anything, Huntington is a victim, 
or, to be more diagnostically correct, a symptom of a certain malady in the 
sociopolitical order that produced him. His ideology is a sign of a malicious 
growth in an educational system that teaches history selectively and crypti-
cally, treating it like a card game, shuffling it as the circumstance dictates. 
Certain historiographical methodologies in these institutions where Hunt-
ington received his education must somehow have enabled an essentialist 
like him to become who he is and think the way he does. It is those particu-
larly supremacist factories of remapping global order, and which Said has 
once referred to as “latent Orientalism,” that are responsible for generating 
Huntington-like mentalities of political antagonism, xenophobia, and civi-
lizational essentialism, and which we ought to confront.

Islam, Modernity, History
Here I move from discussing individual terms to looking at how they con-
verge and overlap. To reemphasize in different terms a point I mentioned 
above, the fact that the ground covered by the intersection of these three 
terms for example is so fecund only serves to indicate the rich lives of each 
of the terms on its own. This term and those that follow bring together 
concepts at intersections that will be again highlighted at crucial points 
throughout this book.

There are many instances where Arab scholars have struggled with exist-
ing conservatism in the Arab-Islamic world. From the very early days of 
the Nahḍa, Muslim intellectuals like ‘Alī Mubārak, ‘Abd al-‘Azīz Jāwīsh, 
Rifā‘a al-Ṭahṭāwī (perhaps the first modernizer in the Arab world), and 
Muḥammad ‘Abduh have wrestled with the idea of modernizing Islam 
and of engaging with Western modernity at a time when Islamic culture 
was striving to match the new models of the West while seeking to pre-
serve its own heritage. This tension is as evident in modern Arab-Muslim 
culture as it is so in the so-called ‘West,’ especially in the effect which 
the encounter with Islam has left on Western Europe. Other scholars 
have also addressed the emergence of a non-Western modernity in vari-
ous cultural, philosophical, religious, sociological, and political fields of 
Islam. This list includes works by scholars like A.L. Tibawi (1961, 1966), 



	 Prologue� 31

Abdallah Laroui (1976, 1977), Anouar Abdel-Malek (1963, 1969), Samir 
Amin (1988), Edward Said (1978, 1986, 1993, 2000), Ḥasan Ḥanafī 
(2000), Talāl Asad (1979, 1993, 2003), Timothy Mitchell (1991, 2000), 
and Zachary Lockman (2004).44

There are also instances where Europe “deconstructs” its modernity 
from inside its own contours (as I will further discuss in Chapter 1). The 
Marxist historian Perry Anderson, the Frankfurt School critic and cultural 
theorist Theodor Adorno, the poststructuralist French archaeologist Michel 
Foucault, and his deconstructionist student Jacques Derrida are remarkable 
examples of this inward turn and self-critique in Europe’s modern intel-
lectual history. But it is not enough that the critiques of modernity come 
from the inside. In Poetics of Relation, Edouard Glissant argues that “the 
West itself has produced the variables to contradict its impressive trajectory 
every time. This is the way in which the West is not monolithic, and this is 
why it is surely necessary that it [i.e., the West] move toward entanglement 
[in rough terms: interrelations between ‘itself ’ and the ‘non-West’]. The real 
question is whether it will do so in a participatory manner or if its entangle-
ment will be based on old impositions.”45 In the introduction to his study 
The Burden of Modernity, Carlos J. Alonso has this to say about cultural 
critics who “endeavor to change the perspective on the cultural exchange 
process between the metropolis and the periphery by proposing to look at it 
from the optic of the subordinate cultural party”:

The assumption here is that the work of recomposition done on a 
metropolitan discursive modality by its “savage” appropriation inevi-
tably undermines the former’s claims to being an organic discourse, 
which in turn is a way of questioning its authority. But the reality is 
that this maneuver does not entail any concrete exploration of the 
plurivocal, self-contradictory, and open-ended dimension of metro-
politan discourse, which is therefore left to stand as the self-same, 
monolithic authority it purports to be, regardless of its supposed dis-
figurement in the periphery.46

Likewise, Islamic historiography in the West focused primarily on the differ-
ence between Islam and modern Europe with its Judeo-Christian tradition, 
especially regarding historical questions on the life of Muḥammad, the gen-
esis of the Qur’ān, the spread of Islam, and more recently the relationship 
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between Islam and ‘secular’ modernity.47 Parallel interests took place in the 
field of anthropology with growing attention to comparative genealogy and 
techno-modernity. While the hegemonic role of secondary sources and reli-
ance on translations within the study of Islam in the United States goes a 
long way toward explaining why scholarship on Islam is in numerous cases 
missing the vital tool of consulting original material and references, a full 
intellectual history of this post-Orientalist transition has to address more 
than this imitative dependency and turn instead to several developments in 
linguistics, philosophy, philology, demography, and history which in various 
ways continue to mark the “Islam discussion” and frame efforts to define 
Islamic Studies as a scholarly topic.

Often considered a ‘benchmark of civilization’ and a ‘road to human 
progress,’ modernity has been regarded by many as essentially European. 
While this is a heated debate in itself, it was at the acme of its modernity that 
Europe’s “scramble for Africa” took place (to be discussed further in Chapter 
5). This scramble was justified by an oppressive structure of attempted legiti-
mation, one that employed many disciplines that ranged from anthropology 
to historiography in order to create documents in support of Europe’s so-
called mission civilisatrice in Africa. In this act of colonial expansion, the 
writing of history turned into a discourse of conquest. What began as an 
expansionist and muscle-flexing adventure for Europe in Asia and Africa 
became the central concern for the entire Arab-Muslim world in its colonial 
and postcolonial struggles to achieve self-rule and independence from the 
West. To consider the colonial aspect of this “modernity effect” from an 
Arab-Islamic perspective is to speak of a long overdue historical responsibil-
ity towards the Arab-Muslim world, the very world that was claimed to lie 
beyond the boundaries of enlightened Europe, excluded and silenced.

It would be impossible to contextualize the relationship between Islam 
and modernity without addressing European colonialism and its legacies. In 
the wake of the French Revolution of 1789 and the first Industrial Revolu-
tion of the following century, the Arab-Muslim world suffered the physical, 
material, linguistic, ideological, and cultural effects of European impe-
rialism, its barbaric modernization and expansion in the form of cultural 
hegemony and military colonization. Napoleon, as part of his passion for 
the French Empire, was driven to occupy Egypt in 1798 before the English 
could do so. The case of Algeria in 1830 was analogous. The British exam-
ple, particularly in Iraq and Egypt, is even more revealing and complex. 
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After signing their famous Mutual Accord of 1904, England and France, the 
two lions of the imperial herd in Asia and Africa, looked at the “Black Con-
tinent” and the Arab-Muslim world as a source of raw material, economic 
gain, political supremacy, and expansion.48

So in addition to ‘Orientalist’ and ‘post-Orientalist’ accounts I address 
in this book, I also look at ‘Occidentalist’ narratives derived from the two 
most remarkable colonial events in modern Egyptian history: the French 
Expedition (1798–1803) and the British occupation (1882–1922), as 
I will further discuss in Chapter 5. The first clash of Islam and the West 
in modern times, so to speak, and its accompanying cultural transforma-
tions is described by al-Jabartī in ‘Ajā’ib al-Āthār fī al-Tarājim wa al-Akhbār 
(1805–25).This account has played a significant role in defining European 
modernity as “Other” in Muslim eyes while portraying the complexities 
of the Napoleonic invasion in a charitable way that continues to challenge 
many Muslims into rethinking their basic impressions of France and West-
ern Europe.

A second narrative draws on what we know about the characteristic con-
ditions of imperial violence and exploitation of natives in the colonies, as it 
is exemplified in the Denshawai affair of 1906 (as I will discuss in Chapter 
5) wherein the Egyptian village of Denshawai, located in the mid-Delta 
region, experienced the public hanging and flogging of fifty Egyptian peas-
ants accused of stirring a riot and killing an English officer. I cite these 
‘historiographies’ because the very idea of narrative, of telling a story – as 
opposed to the static, panoptic, and organized ‘vision,’ of history – desta-
bilizes Eurocentrism’s essentializing and exoticizing ideas about the Islamic 
non-West.

The Orientalism Thesis
A key starting point for a discussion of how Islam has been perceived in 
modern European history is Edward Said’s Orientalism precisely because it 
spans pre- and postcolonial European political formations and explores the 
perception of Islam in the West. Such a prominent focus on Islam in Orien-
talism could have never been timelier. Written in the aftermath of the Cold 
War, the rise of the USA as the world’s sole superpower, the discovery of oil 
in the Middle East, and a reshuffling of allies and foes in the political world 
regarding the Israel–Palestine question, Said’s work puts Islam in a larger 
Orientalist context with the claim that Islam had to be integrated into any 
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serious discussion of the core developments in modern European thought. 
Of course, his approach benefits from his training in comparative literature 
and his versatile knowledge of Arab and European history. But to articulate 
a critique of modern European intellectual history from his vantage point 
as an Arab-American humanist at a crucial turning point in the twentieth 
century makes his work all the more remarkable. Said’s provocative thesis 
is that the subject of Orientalism is “not so much the East itself as the East 
made known, and therefore less fearsome, to the Western reading public.”49 
Said’s critique is grounded in the belief that starting from the late eighteenth 
century there existed “corporate institutions” that made the Orient their dis-
cipline, “dealing with it by making statements about it, authorizing views of 
it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it.”50 To extend Said’s 
argument a bit further, while none of these “corporate institutions” were 
legitimate, they somehow managed to flourish especially under the auspices 
of colonial modernity which gave them the power not only to legitimate 
their authority over Islam and the Orient but also to disseminate their own 
historiographies:

As a system of thought Orientalism approaches a heterogeneous, 
dynamic, and complex human reality from an uncritically essential-
ist standpoint; this suggests both an enduring Oriental reality and 
an opposing but no less enduring Western essence, which approaches 
the Orient from afar and from, so to speak, above. This false position 
hides historical change. Even more important, from my standpoint, it 
hides the interests of the Orientalist.51

These “interests of the Orientalist” that Said underlines were claimed to be 
objective in two ways: theoretical, written according to a set of so-called 
common universal and rational concepts; and anthropological, based on 
practical field studies and analysis of existing Arab and Islamic communi-
ties.52 This proto-scientific objectivity raises an important question: could 
these theoretical and anthropological standards have been a decoy for the 
articulation of the “higher law” of a Western system of domination? Said’s 
Orientalism attempts to answer this question by arguing that colonial culture 
is tuned by the dialogical nature of colonial and anti-colonial power relations.

This dialogical tension also means that the Arab-Muslim world would 
have different versions of colonial history. There is no doubt that those 
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versions are also exaggerated. In fact, there is a problem among many Arab 
intellectuals who view history internally, that is, from a deeply damaging 
nationalistic mind-set, which contradicts the real situation in the Arab-Mus-
lim world. This is not to say that Arab intellectuals suffer from “dishonesty,” 
as someone like the Middle East scholar Kanan Makiya would argue.53 
While many Arab postcolonial scholars are prompted by the desire to set 
the records of history straight, so to speak, their writings are often curtailed 
by one-dimensionality, be it Arabist or Islamicist.54 But for the sake of clar-
ity, this particular mind-set is itself a product of many intertwined forces. 
While this is not the case among all Arab-Muslim intellectuals, there is no 
question that centuries of injustice and decades of despotism, with politi-
cal oppression, censorship, persecution of liberal-minded intellectuals, in 
addition to sheer educational isolationism imposed by colonial powers and 
the autocratic regimes that followed them, have left negative marks on cul-
tural and intellectual production in the Arab-Muslim world. Despite this, 
Makiya’s accusation of Arab intellectuals as “silent” and ambivalent towards 
“real” issues of corruption and tyranny in their own countries should not 
dissuade us from probing for the historical reasons for this contempt. Not 
only is Makiya’s argument unfounded (since many Arab intellectuals have 
indeed been critical of their ruling systems and suffered dire consequences 
in the process, including banishment, persecution and imprisonment),55 but 
his condemnation of leading Arab intellectuals like Abdallah Laroui, Samir 
Amin, and Edward Said as ‘inflammatory’ writers who mislead more than 
guide their readers is erroneous. In what seems like an attempt to exonerate 
the West from any responsibility towards the Arab-Muslim world, includ-
ing the recent US intervention in Iraq, Makiya accuses Said in particular of 
making a wrong and dangerous argument in Orientalism.

Makiya’s concern is that Said’s thesis with its anti-Western rhetoric was 
employed by Arab intellectuals to foster their sentiments against the West. 
While Said acknowledges that his ideas have been misunderstood by Arabs 
and Westerns alike, both according to their political affiliations,56 this mis-
understanding is at bottom political and ideological. While this is not the 
place to engage in an in-depth debate over Said’s thesis, it is sufficient to 
argue that Orientalism does not imply that whatever Europeans have said or 
written about the Orient was racist or ethnocentrist. It would be a grave mis-
understanding to say that Said’s work appeased the Arab mentality or helped 
feed generations of young Arab scholars with deeply rooted populist feelings 
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of resentment against the West. Regardless of Said’s work, anti-Western sen-
timents have been and continue to be an essential internal component of 
fundamentalist Arab-Islamic politics in general, one for which Said should 
not be given credit.

This being said, there are some inescapable generalities and risky intel-
lectual adventures in Said’s argument. For example, Said specifies three 
interconnected types of Orientalism: first, Academia (as a discipline sup-
posedly concerned with detached and scientific study of a particular area 
of the world, historically, geographically, and anthropologically); secondly, 
a predominant épistémè or mode of thought premised on a flat binary 
opposition between the ‘Orient and the Occident’; and thirdly, existing cor-
porations and institutions working from a position of power to promote 
this opposition and influence the objectivity of the academic work. This 
interconnection raises some concerns, especially with reference to scholars 
who studied the Orient with the scholastic will to know and understand 
rather than to dominate. While doubt and suspicion are essential for rigor-
ous critique, it is not a compelling argument to assume that the Orient is 
simply above critique and that every Orientalist is biased and catering to the 
political interests of his country or the general spirit of his own discipline.

Apart from this extrapolation, it is crucial to emphasize that Orientalism 
is not an attack on European critics and contemporary scholars in the fields 
of Arab and Islamic Studies, however ramified or interlinked those fields are. 
Orientalism does not mean the Orient was misunderstood or transformed 
into an ‘Arabian Night’ in Western imagination, or that the Orient has no 
life outside Europeanized fantasy-narratives of Scheherazade. What Orien-
talism critiques is the pernicious apathy of Western intellectuals to the real 
Orient ‘out there,’ while they happily immerse themselves in a myriad of 
ideas and images that do not necessarily exist, images that they inherited, 
imbibed, and reproduced in flagrant distortions of local realities both inside 
and outside academia. For all those reasons, Said has been instrumental in 
unmasking the ignorance, prejudice, and sheer pervasiveness of the ideolog-
ical formation called ‘Orientalism.’ If anything, Said’s outlook on Islam in 
the West saved Islamic studies from the hidden ‘interests’ of ‘scientific analy-
sis’ and laid the foundation for future studies guarding the ‘Orient’ from 
falling prey once again to neo-imperialism in its contemporary guise as ‘glo-
balization,’ which is a term, as I explain in the Epilogue, oriented to serve 
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urban academic elitism and is irreparably dematerializing and unhistorical 
in its approach to the so-called ‘globe’ or ‘cosmos.’

In addition to the Orientalism thesis, scholarship of Islam will continue 
to benefit more from considering the overwhelming demographic devel-
opment in the Arab-Muslim world of the postcolonial era, the constant 
emigration of many Muslims from the Arab world to Europe, North Amer-
ica, Australia and South Africa as well as to parts of South America, not 
to mention other European countries with large Muslim populations like 
France, Belgium, Germany, and Spain. This enormous emigration of Arabs 
and Muslims to ‘First- and Second-World’ countries, which I address in the 
conclusion of this study, is a crucial component of Islamic Studies now.57 
Over the last three decades, there have been writings that painted Islam’s 
history as that of a backward civilization since the time of Muḥammad; 
there have also been writings about the writings that do so. Beginning in the 
last century, such biased scholarship has occurred continuously in the work 
of writers such as Renan, Massignon, and Lewis, thus engendering critique 
from respondents like Amin, Said, Arkoun, and many others. Orientalist 
allegations have typically addressed the stagnation and immobility in Islam, 
with the implication that the religion includes sufficient tenets to limit, 
resist, and eventually undermine any sort of humanistic developments, 
politically, democratically, and scientifically. Orientalist claims towards the 
end of twentieth century have involved theses regarding Islam’s resistance 
to modernity and freedom, although some have also notoriously impugned 
aspects of Islamic culture as already anticipating if not laying the way for 
September 11. In fact, Islamic fundamentalism, and all its various offshoots, 
has been the most widely studied phenomenon in Western Europe and 
America since the era of decolonization and the rise of the Third World.58 
Moreover, Orientalist ideology across the divide between World War II and 
the emergence of national governments in the Arab-Muslim world effec-
tively served polemical purposes in the context of cultural differentiation. 
That’s why it is germane to this study to interrogate the relationship between 
the writing of fiction and the writing of history and to examine the level of 
autonomy from political influence in both discourses. Academia is allegedly 
free from the pressure of politics, although there is always the choice “to 
become the Geheimrat,” to echo Hardt and Negri, and subordinate knowl-
edge to political gains.
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Fact or Fiction?

How the Writing of History Became a 
Discourse of Conquest

It is not because they don’t know [faute de savoir] that Europeans do not read 
their history as a history of responsibility. 

Jacques Derrida, “Secrets of European Responsibility,” 
The Gift of Death, 1995

In recent years a range of disciplines has been concerned with the question 
of the exclusion and the representation of Islam as the other of the West. My 
discussion of the foundations of intellectual thought in Europe (self versus 
other, Christendom versus Islam) reflects the way in which today’s global 
politics maintains such a palpable polarization between Muslims and the 
rest of the world. For a better understanding of the historical specificity of 
anti-Islamic rhetoric in the West, we need to acknowledge that many forms 
of Western thought – colonial, scientific, revolutionary, secularist – have 
also participated in forming this antipathy. 

Without a proper understanding of such forms of thought, we are at risk 
of losing the sense of how much these “ideas” of modernity both formed 
and continue to inform the present. “Il y a de l’abîme,”1 says Jacques Derr-
ida, an “abyss” located in the very nature of history and resisting any attempt 
towards confirmation, totalization, and naturalization.2 This very abyss is 
what makes history fundamentally un-representational and fundamentally 
non-narrative. If European modernity misunderstood history, according to 
Derrida, it is not because modernity “emplotted” history, but because even 
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if history must be admitted, history can never be acknowledged and remains 
a problem that cannot be resolved. If there has been such a crisis, then this 
very crisis will engender a practical need that can only be satisfied by rethink-
ing the basic conceptual elements of modernity and its relation to history, 
or history and its relation to modernity both in Europe and outside if it. 
For all these reasons, what must be registered ‘historically’ is the fact that 
the confining of modernity exclusively to a Western tradition did exist and 
still exists now. If recent and contemporary anti-Enlightenment theories like 
“the death of the subject” (Roland Barthes) or “the death of man” (Michel 
Foucault) have any value to this particular moment in intellectual history, 
it is that they signal the end of a specific conceptualization of history with 
its transcendental individualism, inherent subjectivity, and telos-oriented 
categorical imperatives. One could suggest that recent revisionist theories 
of historical thinking, especially in the case of France, may not be so much 
a reaction to a rigid structuralism as they are a response to external factors 
like Islam, the Third World and the war with Algeria. In fact, many of these 
theories developed in an atmosphere conscious of the relationship of ‘self ’ to 
‘other.’ These theories provide the hope that (European) reason is still alive, 
that after reason there still comes a changed reason.

What conclusions does all of this have for the place of Islam in modern 
European thought? If modernity, as Timothy Mitchell shrewdly puts it, “is 
not so much a stage of history but rather its staging,” then modernity is 
not just “a world particularly vulnerable to a certain kind of disruption or 
displacement.”3 In fact it is not even a “world” at all, but rather a condition 
that the West has carefully employed to serve its own purposes. One is also 
left with the impression that if history includes an inevitable fictivity that 
makes it an unreliable linguistic artifact in the vicious circle of knowledge 
and power, one’s understanding of history has to change; the travelogue 
which was usually regarded as an eyewitness historical document runs the 
risk of being a suspicious genre or a kind of writing which works as if one 
had been there.4 Ethnography too is in danger of becoming historical writ-
ing that operates in the same way, as if one had been there, but for a longer 
time (Lévi-Strauss); and finally universal history is in jeopardy of being 
exposed as ambitious writing produced as if one had not just been there, but 
everywhere, anonymously and omnisciently (Foucault, Ibn Khaldūn). This 
proto-scientific analogical notion of history is what constitutes the domain 
of positivism. This ascribed scientificity to the discourse of history is crucial 
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to hold on to as it would play a significant role in legitimating European 
colonialism and the consequent denigration of Islam as “Other.”

I will frequently refer to these reconstructions of history in what fol-
lows, but I am not interested in critiquing or theorizing positivism. There 
are several studies that have already done so.5 What I particularly seek to 
investigate are not only the formative premises of historical thinking and 
their development from Plato’s mimesis to Foucault’s énoncé, but also the 
practical consequences of their uses and abuses in order to examine some of 
the ways history was constructed to channel European political orientations 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In the latter part of this chapter, 
I discuss some of the major twentieth-century works that drew attention to 
the consequences of modernity in reconstructing history.

Why modernity? Because only in modernity – it is argued, though this is 
still a highly debatable topic – has history become largely subversive of other 
discourses and spheres of knowledge. On this basis, and on the basis of other 
offshoots of modernity like literary modernism, one could best reinvestigate 
the modalities governing the production of the historical. As its very name 
indicates, modernity points to a break, in fact, a breach of a given tradi-
tion from within. This break marks history and ‘fiction’ as two questionable 
fields sharing the limits of recuperating what we could call “the absent refer-
ent.” Neither of them can come into being without this “absence,” and that 
is how they should be studied. From this perspective, fiction and history 
have always been fields of risk. Both are constituted by the attempt to cancel 
themselves before what they represent.

In order to understand the development of this duality and its connec-
tion to intellectual history – as it passes by modernity and intersects with 
colonial historiography – it is important to point to some of the major cur-
rents of philosophical reflections on intellectual history up to the twentieth 
century. The goal is not to reiterate a number of judgments on modernity, 
but to position it in light of another complex discourse, namely the Islamic 
tradition. My argument is that in order to reach any tentative assessment of 
modernity, one must extend the limits of the modern and test its defining 
tenets on other grounds. I aim to delineate a set of theses characterizing 
various modern philosophies of history in order to gain a wider perspective 
on the intellectual framework of modernity and its influence not just on the 
dynamics of exchange between literature and history but on the construc-
tion of the divide between ‘East’ and ‘West’.
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History and Fiction, Les Fausses Amies
History, as my senior high school teacher in Egypt used to say, does two 
things. It tells us about the past, not only its major events, but also ideas, 
images, ways of living and seeing things; and it introduces us to a particular 
way of thinking, which makes us aware of the inconsistencies, ambiguities, 
gaps, and prejudices inherent in any given historical source. Fiction, on the 
other hand, as my English professor, a Thomas Arnold specialist, told us 
repeatedly, is a “criticism of life,” a way of writing that does not merely 
seek to record what was once present. Although fiction too includes its own 
history, it still extends beyond the limitations of a fixed reality and invests 
in the inventive “elastic powers” of the imagination. That is, if the field of 
history deals with events that are said to have happened in a particular time 
and place, the literary field is concerned not only with this kind of event, 
but also with events that never happened or that might take place.

However, the relationship between history and fiction cannot be 
understood without recognizing the similarities between the two. What 
is interesting about both is not so much the nature of the happening or 
non-happening of given events, but the extent to which fiction and history 
intersect and overlap with each other in the representation of those events. 
Without dwelling too much on the techniques and narrative structures used 
in their composition, one might propose that history and fiction share a rep-
resentation of an absence. If history is a representation of an afterness (in the 
sense that it can only be written after things have happened), fiction is a cap-
turing of a fleeting present, or an attempt to do so, invoked not necessarily by 
external happenings as by internal desire to reflect, represent, express, or be 
inspired by such happenings – by external events immediate or otherwise, 
or by its own happening. Both are enabled by an absent referent that can 
never be recuperated. Ironically enough, they are both representations of an 
absence and are also the absence of representation, since their representa-
tions are dictated by a given present, a present that implies a historically 
inflicted model that functions in the absence of the historical and with the 
fictive forms they seek to modulate. The two discourses “wish to provide a 
verbal image of reality.”6 But in their “wish” also lies their limitation. The 
two discourses cannot but provide a verbal image of reality.

Both history and fiction imply, and sometimes even invoke, a notion of 
memory and a notion of inheritance in the broad sense of the word, that is, 
a cultural knowledge of the past. Since inheritance cannot be anything other 
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than history, fiction too is an inheritance, a kind of history that tends to find 
its roots in a remote past, as happens with the history of English literature, 
at least in Allen Tate’s version of it, which claims to have its legacy back in 
Beowulf, and with Arabic literary tradition which traces its adab (literature) 
back to pre-Islamic poetry. History, many critics have argued, is fictive, or 
at least dwells on fictional language and techniques that make it “emplot” 
its events, tropologize its style, and concoct its narrative to the extent that 
an act of writing would become no less an affirmation of history than it is 
an affirmation of literature. In fiction and in history, there is a perpetual 
urge to write narratives that are not simply compensatory, but experimental 
and self-questioning. But some narratives, whether fictional or purportedly 
‘fact-based’ versions of the past, can be related to questions of redemption; 
that is, they attempt to give the past its due right by representing it from an 
alternative angle that is no less legitimate than the mainstream version(s). 
With this overlap of history and fiction, it is hard to argue which of the two 
can claim more access to the real than the other.

Raymond Williams confronts this interweaving of literature and history 
on more than one occasion. In Marxism and Literature, he argues that the 
concept of literature as we understand it now “did not emerge earlier than 
the eighteenth century.”7 Williams’ statement suggests that what we call lit-
erature is a recent invention of modernity. In Keywords, he makes the point 
that although history and fiction were seen to assume different functions, 
“the relations between literature (poetry, fiction, imaginative writing) and 
real or actual experience”8 became much more complex during the nine-
teenth century. Later theories corroborate Williams’s statement by arguing 
that in their exposition, historical accounts depend on coherent narratives 
drawn out of raw materials through “emplotment,” which Hayden White 
defines as “the encodation of facts continued in the chronicle as components 
of specific kinds of plot-structure.”9 Emplotment is a use of the same tech-
niques employed in creative writing and films. For example, the way any 
account of World War II is emplotted depends on the point of view. Some 
see the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima as an unrepresentable tragedy in 
human history, as in Resnais’ Hiroshima mon Amour. Others see it as a post-
Pearl Harbor revenge tragedy, as Spielberg does in The Empire of the Sun.

It is not unusual, given the remarkable affinities between history and fic-
tion discussed above, for many contemporary critics to question the nature 
of the distinction between the two discourses. White, for example, argues 
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that historical narratives are nothing but verbal fictions, the contents of 
which are as much invented as found, and the forms of which have more 
in common with literature than they have with the sciences.10 Lévi-Strauss 
argues that “in a system of this type [i.e., that of history writing] alleged 
historical continuity is secured only by dint of fraudulent outlines.”11 The 
implication is that if the form that the historian imposes on his empirical 
data is an artifice, then history writing and fiction writing are not differ-
ent from one another in the sense that they are both products of human 
imagination, though there is also another argument asserting the differences 
from the standpoint of the structure of narrativization. But this is not new 
or surprising. Before the twentieth century, a long tradition viewed history 
as a branch of fiction, or as an art form. Long before even Ibn Khaldūn, the 
first Arab-Islamic theoretician of history, claimed history to be fann (art), 
Herodotus made it clear that his Histories are written to be performed. In 
the early modern times, historians were distinguished from other scholars 
and antiquarians mainly because they were “artists.”12 From ancient times 
the questions of historical method have often been ones of narrative style 
and presentation. But since the relationship between language and its refer-
ent has been the preoccupation of twentieth-century literary theory, many 
scholars have resurrected the contention that history writing has always 
been a futile literary attempt to en-frame the real and that fiction, which 
some attempt to glorify over ‘mere’ imitation, impersonation, representa-
tion, secondarity – in short, mimesis – still carries germs of historical reality.

In the end, fiction and history are both narratives, by which I mean they 
follow a specific logic of sequentiality in relationship to a given time and 
event. Since narrative is inherently chronological, it could be argued that 
narrative contains only one concept of time. This concept is the time of the 
event that took place. When the event is represented in historical narrative, 
and when the narrative embodies this ‘absent referent,’ the act of historiog-
raphy, that is the writing of the event, makes of the event a re-enactment in 
the present, and therefore never actually the past ‘event.’ This re-enactment 
necessarily forces the imagination to step in. The combination of both his-
tory and imagination owing to the absence of the referent results in narrative 
fiction.13 This is not to say that historical narratives are ‘mere’ fiction, but at 
the very least they include both the potentialities of what actually happened 
and what did not. This is the realm of fictional narrative of history. If it 
were at all possible to dispense with the fictional in representing the factual, 
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then fiction, which does not have the obligations of documentation and 
which functions solely from the domain of what might have been, would 
also comprise “the potentialities of the real ‘past’ and the unreal possibilities 
of pure fiction.”14

If literary theory has been recently preoccupied with the issue of the 
historical, and to be precise, with the relationship between theory, literary 
periods, and history, it is because modernity – and its late nineteenth- to 
early twentieth-century offshoots of literary and other modernisms – has 
had a tremendous impact on reshaping the contours of this relationship. 
One among the vigorous debates has concerned the relationship between 
modernity and the discourse of intellectual history. But in order to better 
understand the role of modernity in this relationship, it is worthwhile to 
examine the dynamics of separation and exchange between fiction and his-
tory as they emerged in Greek philosophy. To stage this connection, one 
needs to begin with Aristotle’s famous distinction between history and 
poetry as outlined in his Poetics.

Confused Alternatives, or, the War that Plato Started
To claim that the writing of fiction is different from the writing of history 
is to admit that both fields must have been treated as if they were the same. 
Aristotle sees poetry as an art created by an author who thinks in terms 
of “what might happen.” In history, he argues, an event is written when 
it is accepted by the community to have actually taken place. He suggests 
that a historian does not create events, but reports them, often textually, by 
mentioning the event and its date. In Aristotle’s vision of history, there is no 
room for creation, authorship, or even plagiarism. Aristotle’s poet, however, 
is more involved in the task of rearranging or inventing historical facts to 
present what in terms of philosophical value could be much more inherently 
useful. Aristotle’s theory of poetry makes it clear that the function of the 
poet is to relate not things as they are, but things as they may or should have 
been, that is, things as they are possible in accordance with the laws of prob-
ability and necessity. Poetry is more philosophical and more serious than 
history since it tends to speak of universals, whereas history speaks of par-
ticulars.15 If the relationship between a language (or the sign) and its referent 
is based on the assumption that it begins in the real and seeks to identify this 
real with the linguistic sign, then any representation of the past, Aristotle’s 
theory seems to suggest, must be tied to the particularity of the events, an 
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idea whose implications send us back to the unavoidable question of mime-
sis.16 Plato’s mimesis creates a duality. First, there is the ‘real,’ the object 
itself incarnate, as an apparent phenomenon; then there is the imitation 
of this ‘real,’ the translation, transportation, representation, impersonation, 
imitation of it in another medium (painting, writing, and – in the modern 
age – lithography, photography, audio-visual media). This is the moment of 
creating a hierarchy between ‘real’ and ‘real-like.’ Since what is imitated is 
the real, what is imitating always ends up being inferior to the real in terms 
of its realness. But since this ‘real’ can never be recuperated, the challenge 
of fiction is to “invent” rather than subserviently follow a superior “real.” 
Aristotle sees fiction as nothing but mimetic; still he regards the mimetic 
status of the non-historical to be more valuable than that of the historical. 

In the wake of poststructuralism, Aristotle’s claim has been seen as dealing 
with the difference between the integrity and intentionality of two modes 
of writing: one that founds an order of representation, and one that escapes 
this order. The schism between what in a narrow sense is the transcendental 
imaginative realm (Aristotle’s poet) and the empirical domain of representa-
tion (Aristotle’s historian) is connected to the divide between the so-called 
‘fictional’ and ‘factual.’ In Aristotle, while both history and poetry are per-
ceived through texts, neither of them could completely replace the other in 
a radical sense. If fiction enjoys more ‘seriousness’ and more philosophical 
freedom due to its investment in the realm of probability and imagination, 
then fiction, according to Aristotle, serves the truth better than history does. 
One could still argue that Aristotle’s view on history innocently assumes 
that the task of the historian is to use language restrictedly to imitate or 
represent particular events as they have occurred. In contemporary critical 
thinking, historical writing has become far more problematic than Aristotle 
portrayed it.

Intellectual History and Positivism: The Modern Shift
In the twentieth century, understandings of Aristotle’s ideas have been made 
more complex, especially with the emergence of the system of signification 
in structuralist and poststructuralist theories and their explications of the 
intricate relationship between language and its referents.17 What Aristotle 
defines as “relat[ing] things that have happened” is always refracted through 
the mind of the historian, among many other things, including the particu-
lar notion of the ‘mind’ which is dominant in specific historical periods. 
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Other factors, such as personal inclinations, religious affiliation, experience, 
conviction, political interests, and the ideology of the time are significant 
determinants of those so-called ‘particulars.’ The ‘facts’ of history do not and 
cannot exist in pure forms. There are always new angles of vision that are 
inevitably destined to appear as time and the historian within it move by. 
In every way, the historian is part of the history he/she writes, and it is this 
history that inevitably constructs or refracts this representation.

In other words, there is no escape from the epistemological conditions 
that both govern and dictate the historian’s intellectual inclinations and 
angles of vision over the past. At this point, it does not really matter whether 
the period treated by the historian is remote or close to his/her own time. 
Historical proximity and eye-witness accounts might serve to clarify vision in 
some ways, but they obfuscate it in other ways. Even as facts and documents 
are the substance of any historian, they do not themselves constitute history. 
This leaves us with the grim fact that the history we read, though based on 
archival documents and pamphlets, is always already ordered according to 
presuppositions. After Aristotle’s Poetics, there was a major gap, at least in 
the West, in philosophical reflections on history. This gap closed when the 
French Revolution made it possible to conceive that a radical break from 
the past could happen. Although the West’s reflection on history began well 
before the French Revolution, it was only during the Enlightenment that 
history began to assume a major role in the discourse of Western philosophy.

Since the Enlightenment, the meaning of ‘history’ has expanded and 
assumed a more objective and positivistic relationship with the past, thus 
divorcing itself from the subjectivity and fictionality associated with nar-
rative.18 New meanings will later serve to identify the articulation of the 
experience of history as indicated by a new relation – modernity – between 
the space of experiencing a historical event and the horizon of figuring/
troping such an event. In light of a new political consciousness, many phi-
losophers of the Enlightenment wondered whether reason should have 
an ethical and social responsibility that somehow forms and informs our 
understanding of history. And so, by the nineteenth century, it became cus-
tomary among historians to identify truth with fact and to regard fiction as 
the opposite of truth, hence as a hindrance to the understanding of reality 
rather than as a way of apprehending it. Prior to this shift – which coincided 
with the rise of the Enlightenment – historiography was still considered a 
literary art, not only in the West, but also in the Arab-Muslim world.
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Tārīkh and the Many Faces of History
It is useful here to recall some of the major changes that affected the defini-
tion of the word ‘history.’ The earliest meaning of ‘history,’ as Raymond 
Williams recalls in Keywords, was a narrative account of events, one that 
signified the account of both the imagined and the actual (factual) events.19 
In Greek, the word ‘history’ derives from histos, which means ‘weaving.’ In 
Arabic, the word tārīkh (history) has the double denotation of a sequence of 
events taking place and the writing down of those events.20 In German and 
in French, the words historie (Geschichte) and histoire also give the double 
meaning of a sequence of events taking place and the relating of those 
events. In English, the word ‘history’ retains the twofold sense of ‘actual his-
tory’ and ‘told history.’ The Arabic word tārīkh, however, signifies precisely 
the relationship between a series of events and a series of narratives.

The word ‘history’ appears to have a somewhat stable definition shared 
by a number of languages both ancient and modern. However, ‘history’ 
is still a tricky term in its modern use, oscillating between sociohistorical 
processes, narrative accounts, and the so-called “major events” themselves. 
In using the word ‘history,’ one implicitly tends to acknowledge an overlap 
between a sociohistorical process (a given historical period), the knowledge 
of this process (narrative), and the inevitable reduction of this process to 
certain happenings (eclectic events within the period). This overlap is the 
result of various connotations of the “historical,” which suggests that the 
(linguistically defined) boundaries in historical discourse are often quite 
fluid. The above definitions suggest that the word ‘history’ already lends 
itself to layers of irreducible semantic ambiguities, even before one starts 
to investigate the problematic distinction between an event that took place 
and its various representations – whether oral as in history telling, textual 
as in literary or historical narratives, or later visual as in photographic and 
cinematic narratives. But since not all words are concepts, as Kant would 
have it, it is not surprising that between the use of history as a word and the 
reference to history as a concept, many layers of theory have accumulated 
throughout the ages, and the inherent ambiguity of ‘history’ has caught the 
attention of many thinkers from Ibn Khaldūn to Hayden White. Some cur-
rents in these layers of thought, which still stand out today, can be traced 
back to European modernity

Broadly speaking, there are two historical arguments that can be made 
about the concept of modernity: either the term modernity is applicable to 
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the whole world regardless of cultural specificities, or, alternatively, it can 
be applied only to Western Europe. For some, a characteristic feature of 
modernity has been its universality. For example, the German philosopher 
Emmanuel Kant (1724–1804) defines the Enlightenment as “man’s emer-
gence from his self-incurred immaturity” and describes immaturity as “the 
inability to use one’s own understanding without the guidance of another.”21 
The two principles that mark Kant’s definition, universality and independ-
ence, open modernity to the entire world. By virtue of this definition, 
modernity is neither a geopolitical monopoly nor an inheritance passed down 
from one generation to the next. Nor, again, is modernity a permit granting 
so-called “enlightened nations” the right to have dominion over less- or non-
enlightened ones under the pretext of delivering them from their ignorance.

If on the one hand we agree that universality and independence are the 
hallmarks of modernity, these values necessarily make modernity a relational 
term unconfined to a specific period or a specific place. The relationality of 
modernity tells us that even though it usually marks a break with the past, 
there can be many offshoots of modernity, each interacting with it from dif-
ferent perspectives and exposures, integrating it or eschewing it according to 
the relics of its own past and the dictates of its present. Inaugurated by the 
Enlightenment, modernity is not a fixed set of beliefs. “If it is asked whether 
we at present live in an enlightened age,” argues Kant, “the answer is: No, but 
we do live in an age of enlightenment.”22

But if, on the other hand, modernity were perceived as a developmental 
process, one that the Frankfurt School critic Jürgen Habermas problemati-
cally refers to as an “unfinished project,” and if it were necessarily progressive 
and teleological, then its definition would ipso facto be impossible. In fact, 
many of the principles attributed to modernity via the Western tradition 
cannot capture the concept. Rather, they impose a set of principles that 
can only weigh it down and end up creating the bias they try to avoid. If 
modernity as a broad term figures the critical, temporal, and performative 
paradigm that makes certain works appear to have a form and a content 
representative of it, the present work seeks not just to provide an exegesis of 
a number of texts defined by a anti-colonial nationalist modernity, but also 
to see in what ways a comparison of these texts can confirm, redefine, or 
even further problematize our understanding of modernity.

The assumption here is that modernity will never be fully interrogated 
without including the non-modern and without incorporating other fields 
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of cultural production and seeing how in our case the Arab-Muslim world, 
while forged by colonial influence, still considers itself to be a partaker in 
modernity, especially at its earlier historical stages. Paul Gilroy has demon-
strated that different representations of popular cultures as well as literary 
and philosophical expressions coming out of African diasporas – whether in 
the African continent, in the Americas, or in Europe – testify to intricate 
engagements with ‘Western’ cultures. Those engagements neither deny the 
experience of Western modernity nor attempt to carve an independent or 
‘authentic’ alternative path; put another way, there is the assumption of a 
linear progression to modernity.

Gilroy argues that the atrocities committed in the name of the modern, 
such as slavery, colonialism, and racism, gave those who lived through them 
access to modernity that clearly brought some nations economic advance-
ment, political inclusiveness, and social acceptance. While Gilroy does not 
stress enough the fact that racism is a very broad term common to all epochs 
and cultures, he is right in making the argument that the ‘black Atlantic’ 
has become a critical transformative site of modernity.23 If modernity then 
is acknowledged as an extraordinary break with extraordinary issues, and 
if human thought in general has been affected by this break, then this 
extraordinary quality invites us to question the provinciality and the myopic 
tendencies that equate the geographical with the geophilosophical and that 
centralize both in the geopolitical. The need to transcend these ‘imaginary’ 
contours of European modernity calls for another horizon outside Europe 
from which the inside of its modernity can be assessed.

A number of recent writers have come up with the notion of ‘alternative 
modernities.’24 These approaches foreground local and regional dynamics 
whose influence shapes the specific trajectories of their respective moderni-
ties. By not centering on that which is internal to the West, these ways of 
thinking provide new visions that acknowledge the differing contexts of non-
European cultures. Some even entertain different forms of these modernities, 
ones that co-exist untenably with European modernity while seeking alter-
native historical paths that are remarkably, if not completely, independent of 
the West. This equivalence theory, however, harms rather than benefits our 
understanding of modernity. Instead of defining modernity by construct-
ing notions of ‘other’ independent modernities, we should speak neither in 
favor of a unique modernity whose uniformity subsumes all other histories 
according to its own condition, nor of nationalistically-driven pluralisms that 
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undercut the definition of the modern and risk misunderstanding the idea 
itself. It is therefore useful to break away from local monolithic definitions of 
modernity and open the term to its wider trans-European implications. This 
is an approach that has opened new avenues in the humanities since Edward 
Said’s Orientalism. This approach also opens history, the history of Islam and 
the West, which cannot be studied separately.

The central question Said raises systematically throughout Orientalism is 
this: how is reliable knowledge possible? The phrase ‘theory of knowledge’ and 
its synonym ‘epistemology’ were coined in the nineteenth century, but the 
retrospective subject from whose point of view knowledge is produced is the 
European subject in general. Using this logic against itself, that is, as a theoreti-
cal reason that can dialectically ascertain not only its own validity but its limits, 
Said manages to subject the Western apparatus of knowledge production to 
a radical investigation of its own formative methodological principles. But 
before Said, and to be more precise, before Foucault, the critique of knowledge 
was still conceived in reference to a system of cognitive faculties that included 
practical reason and reflective judgment, especially in the writing of history.25

European Modernity and the Relocation of Islam in History
When Cairo was conquered by the army of ‘Amr ibn al-‘Āṣ during the 
caliphate of ‘Umar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb in 641 ce, the Arab-Muslim soldiers, 
who thought of themselves as “not merely an army of occupation,” but 
also “representatives of God’s good orders among mankind,”26 did not tear 
down the Sphinx or the pyramids, nor any of the other Pharaonic artifacts 
scattered around the Nile Valley. Reasons for this vary. Some believe that 
most of the Egyptian ‘aṣnām’ (statues and artifacts), so to speak, were buried 
under the sand and invisible to the Arab-Muslim army which was too busy 
fighting the Romans to seek them out and destroy them. Others think that 
early Egyptian Muslims did in fact try to destroy the Sphinx and the pyra-
mids, but because they were built over generations of structured hard work, 
they were just too colossal to yield to primitive equipment.27 A third group 
believes that since the ruins of ancient Egypt are part of its history, Muslims 
under ‘Umar saw no harm in leaving them alone. Whatever the reason, 
the monuments are still standing, although given the case of the Taliban’s 
unforgivable destruction of Buddhist statues a few years ago, it is not at all 
far-fetched to suggest that some thick-headed fanatic Muslims are still out 
there boycotting the pyramids or even planning to blow them up some day.
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Two centuries after fatḥ miṣr, as Arab Muslims call it (literally ‘the open-
ing of Egypt,’ a euphemism used to describe the Muslim conquest as a 
liberating event), most Egyptians converted to Islam.28 Nowadays, many 
Muslim Egyptians look back with contempt at the idolatrous practices of 
their jāhilī (pre-Islamic) ancestors. But the Egyptian Ministry of Tourism 
thinks otherwise. Not only are those ‘idolatrous stones’ a major source of 
national income for Egypt, but the Egyptian government insists that all 
the antiquities ever taken outside Egypt’s borders are hers. Although the 
latter may seem contradictory to the aforementioned contempt of idola-
trous practices, one does not need to approve of Lord Cromer’s imperial 
lootings of Egyptian antiquity to think that there is something to be said 
about giving people the opportunity to see the art of one of the world’s 
great civilizations displayed in its own national museums. But herein lies 
the paradox of modernity: Egypt, a country forced by Islam to disown its 
ancient heritage, is now the main agent for its promotion and preservation.

The incongruity between Islam and the dictates of modernity has been 
a major topic in scholarship over the last few decades. In his book Islamic 
Liberalism, Leonard Binder argues that since the Enlightenment the Islamic 
world has been faced with the burden of modernity, a burden that can only 
be alleviated through mutual dialogue. Binder maintains that since the 
European Enlightenment, and regardless of the increasing number of what 
he calls “responsive Muslims” who willingly/eagerly adopt the Enlighten-
ment’s advancements, there remain a significant number of Muslims who 
steadfastly argue that it is possible to progress without paying such a heavy 
cultural price.”29 According to Binder, both Islamism and liberalism have a 
common future goal: to promote civil society and democracy.

There is some truth to this argument. In more than one instance, Albert 
Hourani’s Islam in the Liberal Age points to the numerous phases Islam 
underwent to modernize its thought in the age of liberalism.30 In fact, one 
of the fin de siècle intellectual attempts at Iṣlāḥ (reformation) in the Arab 
world, which took place in Egypt as a response to the tension between colo-
nial supremacy and Islamic radicalism and extended to the 1940s, called 
precisely for liberalism as a mediatory solution for the country’s hitherto 
undecided political future. It is interesting that revisionist Muslim scholars 
who make sensible non-orthodox arguments about Islam are known among 
Egyptians as ‘enlightened.’ Although most of those scholars had different 
intellectual and political affiliations, they all agreed that repositioning Islam 
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and al-Sharq (the East) in relationship to Western modernity was inevitable 
if the Arab world were to survive and compete in a changing world order. 
One can distinguish two groups: the first consists of figures like ‘Abd Allāh 
al-Nadīm (d. 1896), Imām Muḥammad ‘Abduh (1849–1905), Jamāl al-Dīn 
al-Afghāni (1838–97), and ‘Abd al-‘Azīz Jāwīsh (1876–1929).31 The major 
concern of that first group was to advocate a modern and politically engaged 
form of Azhari Islam32 in public life in addition to unconditional love of 
one’s homeland, regardless of religion or race, in defense of national identity 
against foreign powers.33 The second group consists mainly of exÂ�patriates who 
received Western education in the West, especially in France. They include 
Qāsim Amīn (1863–1908), Muḥammad Ḥusayn Haykal (1888–1956), and 
Tāhā Ḥusayn (1889–1973). 

In fact, Ṭāhā Ḥusayn’s controversial work Fī al-Adab al-Jāhilī [On pre-
Islamic poetry] has been a revolutionary work in Islamic reformation and 
remains influential in the Arab world. Ḥusayn’s study called for recon-
necting Egypt with its pre-Islamic past and advocated a controlled and 
entirely cultural role for religion in Egyptian society, one that could still 
be moderately demonstrable in politics and social life. Although this spirit 
of liberalism was not a naive mimicry of colonial rule, as Ḥasan al-Banna 
would have it, but a reaction to a growing fundamentalism aiming at a 
religious totalization of Egypt, the tension between Islam and modernity 
in Egypt has remained unresolved. In the spirit of intellectual history, how 
do we then assess the gravity of this tension between Islam and the West? 
Here I call to mind two phenomena. The first is the rapid ‘Westernization’ 
of everything Arab-Islamic, especially in advanced technology and con-
sumer markets. This onslaught has not been easily welcomed or accepted 
by traditionalist Arab-Muslim intellectuals, who still believe that a Muslim 
renaissance is yet to take place and change the hierarchies of this new 
world order.

A well-known Egyptian proponent of this wishful ‘renaissance’ is the 
philosopher-academic Ḥasan Ḥanafī who, in an effort to turn the page 
of history against Western modernity and its so-called eroding effects on 
Muslim communities, points to the urgent need of a new science: Occi-
dentalism. Ḥanafī calls upon the Arab-Muslim world to ‘Occidentalize’ the 
West in the same manner the West Orientalized the Arab-Muslim world. He 
goes on to define Occidentalism as an epistemological study of the West by 
the Arab-Muslim world. In his over-600-page Introduction to Occidentalism, 
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Ḥanafī begins by cautioning his readers that his project is not to be mis-
understood as the product of a closed-off “traditionalist Salafī”34 mentality, 
since his intention, as he clarifies, is not to reject or eschew the West, but to 
awaken a sense of creativity and leadership in the “Orient[al] self ” and shake 
it out of its slumber and passive subordination to the “Western other.” “It is 
high time,” Ḥanafī maintains, “the West became the object of study rather 
than the source of knowledge. This is what Occidentalism is all about.”35 In 
other words, Ḥanafī is repeating the Huntington mistake of civilizational 
wars by advocating a hierarchical and exclusivist form of thought.

The second phenomenon is the so-called ‘revelation’ versus ‘reason’ prob-
lematic, which I will illustrate through an analogy. Think of a man spending 
all his life trying to figure out the way the human mind works, how it per-
ceives and understands the real world, how it causes things to happen, and 
how it passes judgment and tells the difference between the beautiful, the 
nauseating, and the sublime. Now compare this man to another pondering 
a text and trying to make the phenomenal world fit into the sacred word 
of God, or one involved in the theological task of determining whether or 
not the blood of a flea, if it touches a man’s body, would invalidate his ablu-
tion. To put it in even more concrete terms, think of a man contemplating 
the pyramids, without having seen them, reflecting on the magnificence of 
those man-made structures, and wondering how they put phenomenality 
itself into question. Think of this man at pains trying to put the human 
mind’s ability to apprehend and comprehend reality, which are two different 
mental processes, to the test of magnitude and measurability because of the 
Egyptian pyramids, only to conclude that they must be “sublime” and must 
be regarded with awe and admiration. Now compare him to another man 
beating his brain to find the best way to destroy those pyramids and level 
them with the earth because somehow they count as awthān (pagan relics) 
and offend the sensibilities of his faith.

The first man is Kant, the father of German idealism, who reached far 
beyond the scriptures of his eighteenth-century religiosity and looked into 
the human tradition at large in his search for a concept of God. Kant has the 
following to say about the pyramids in his Critique of Judgment:

Hence can be explained what Savary remarks, in his account of Egypt, 
viz. that we must keep from going very near the Pyramids just as 
much as we keep from going too far from them. For if we are too 
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far away, the parts to be apprehended (the stones lying one over the 
other) are only obscurely represented, and the representation of them 
produces no effect upon the aesthetical judgment of the subject. But if 
we very near, the eye requires some time to complete the apprehension 
of the tiers from the bottom up to the apex, and then the first tiers are 
always partly forgotten before the imagination has taken in the last, 
and so the comprehension of them is never complete.36

So much for phenomenology if Kant bases his critique of judgment on 
someone else’s account of the pyramids, notably M. Savary’s Lettres sur 
l’Egypte, but I will discuss this proxy idealism at length in a later chap-
ter. The second kind of man in this comparison is no less than al-Khalīfa 
al-Ma’mūn himself, the champion of the Islamic scientific renaissance of 
the ninth century. These two contradictory variations on the theme of the 
Egyptian pyramids are sure to complicate the relationship between Islam 
and modernity, but they should in no way dissuade us from a more intense 
and nuanced analysis of the ‘differences’ between the Arab-Muslim world 
and ‘enlightened’ Western Europe.

One should not hastily blame al-Ma’mūn or praise Kant: both acted 
according to their own convictions not only in two cultures, but also in two 
completely different epochs. Al-Ma’mūn behaved according to the impe-
rial dictates of a ninth-century caliph of dār al-Islām (the abode of Islam), 
followed ‘revelation’ meticulously, and emulated Prophet Muḥammad’s 
anti-statue sunna; and Kant acted on eighteenth-century Western European 
grounds of aesthetic judgment and the Age of Reason. The continuing chal-
lenge is to reconcile these views or mediate between them. A productive 
focus on the relationship between Islam and the West does not lie in giving 
up before seemingly insurmountable oppositions, but in de-icing frozen 
historicities, in investigating the space between cultural épistémès, and in 
interrogating the subtleties of convictional and ideological differences.

Two Defining Moments in Intellectual History
In broad terms, one can distinguish two specific phases or modes that have 
had a conspicuous impact on the philosophy of history in the West. The 
first appears with the Renaissance and the second with the Enlightenment. 
Foucault described the Renaissance as the period that witnessed the birth of 
the épistémè of resemblance, which presumes a non-problematic relationship 
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between the sign and its referent, an epoch that treated language as a simple 
transparent system able to name things.37 Though European in essence, 
this early mode of modernity, which took place roughly between the four-
teenth and sixteenth centuries, developed mainly from Europe’s relationship 
with the outside world as it coincided with the European discovery of the 
Americas and with the beginning of European dominance over the rest of 
the world.38 Trans-geographically, the Renaissance also signals the birth of 
a new theory of history established by the Arab historian Ibn Khaldūn. 
Ibn Khaldūn’s work, which I address in more detail in the next chapter, 
later served to essentialize the colonial geographics of Europe and to legiti-
mate as well as territorialize what is now known as ‘Eurocentrism.’ If the 
Renaissance marked a significant break in human history, “it is precisely 
because, from that time on,” as Samir Amin argues forcefully, “Europeans 
become conscious of the idea that the conquest of the world by their civi-
lization is henceforth a possible objective… . From this moment on, and 
not before, Eurocentrism crystallizes.”39 This early modernity had the same 
tenets as the one that followed it two centuries later, although with different 
consequences. It too destroyed its relationship with the past, celebrated the 
present, regarded its knowledge as the triumph of proto-scientific obser-
vation, and admired its own “newness.” In short, it pushed man and the 
human mind to the center of history.

Before the Renaissance’s division of the world into East and West, the 
Middle Ages held a view of history rooted in theology, whether in the 
form of a ‘circularity’ as in Ibn Khaldūn or of history as salvation as in St. 
Augustine.40 The Renaissance, often labeled as a turn to secularism, carefully 
moved away from this religious view of history by developing a humanistic 
curiosity for everything ‘new.’ While ‘newness’ was not equally appreciated 
in all fields of knowledge, it still remained the supreme value of modernity. 
A spirit of exploration set the groundwork for the idea that human thought 
progresses from one enlightenment to another. A fuller development of 
this trend soon dominated the discourse of human sciences in general, 
and the discourse of history in particular, marking the emergence of the 
second mode of modernity to crystallize in the Enlightenment. If the Ren-
aissance, or “the ideology of adventure,”41 as Michael Nerlich calls it, was 
able to overcome the opposition between religious circularity and scientific 
linearity, the Enlightenment carries the concept of history to new dimen-
sions. Such dimensions include the birth of the idea that history should 
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not be exclusively associated with the past or linked to the present and the 
future, but more importantly, the idea that history is above all a structure 
of legitimation, one that projects the future as an authentic fulfillment of 
a foundational past. This shift was made possible by the emergence of the 
assumption of continuity in positivistic thinking which mainly, but not 
exclusively, resulted from the dominant scientific spirit of the age.

As a field of experiments and objective verification, science relies on 
objectivity in emphasizing the relationship between the referent (in this 
case, history) and the signifier (language).42 This is the time when history, as 
a discourse, as a discipline, and as a practice, begins to separate itself from 
the arts to claim a more ‘objective’ access to the so-called ‘truth.’ In the 
second half of the nineteenth century, for instance, utilitarian theories of 
history followed the path of Auguste Comte’s notion of positivism. Driven 
by the new spirit of mechanism, ‘objectivity’ dictated the philosophy of his-
tory and channeled its trajectory, which not long before was still considered 
closer to literature than to science. Accordingly, a profession was born, and 
new so-called ‘professional’ historians assumed that the past was a tangible 
reality independent of their own consciousness. This hypothesis of a ‘real’ 
recuperative writing made their task simply the business of reporting their 
findings from research in primary sources. According to Peter Gay, the shift 
was mainly a stylistic one imposed by the demands of impartiality: “This 
pressure toward objectivity,” comments Gay, “is realistic because the objects 
of the historian’s inquiry are precisely that, objects, out there in a real and 
single past.”43 The same principle is confirmed by Perry Anderson as follows:

The premise of this work is that there is no plumb-line between neces-
sity and contingency in historical explanation … there is merely that 
which is known (established by historical research) and that which is 
not known: the latter may be either the mechanism of single events 
or laws of motion of whole structures. Both are equally amenable, to 
adequate knowledge of causality [and to] rational and controllable 
theory in the domain of history.44

Anderson’s elucidation of the difference between the ‘known’ and the 
‘unknown’ results in a massive re-examination of the contours of political 
history in Europe, which I shall address in more depth in the next chap-
ter. For now, Anderson’s argument makes it clear that this assumed and 
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‘practiced’ objectivity ignores the problematic connection between the his-
torian’s act of writing and the so-called historical pamphlet. If the historian 
works with pamphlets and documents substantiating his/her writing, then 
the writing of history must, so it is claimed, be substantially different from 
that of fiction. This notion has dominated the profession for three centuries. 
Not only has its false empiricism formed the illusion of separating history 
from literature, but it has also given rise to new approaches to history based 
entirely on a deterministic logic of narrative causality. The main limitation 
of this kind of logic is that it consists mainly in using a posited effect (the 
present assumed to be the effect of a past that preceded it and (therefore) 
caused it) as a new cause to determine an unforeseeable effect in the future, 
and so on. If teleological thinking was indispensable to the Enlightenment 
mentality, it automatically gave rise to what could be called the sophism of 
the Enlightenment, that is, the fictitious hypothesis of a continuous his-
toricity conceived through an ill-formed syllogism of a concatenation of 
causes and effects. Reductive as it is, this fabrication of an end (future) based 
on an imaginative (or pseudo-scientific) connection between a beginning (a 
certain point in the past) and a middle (the present) renders the empiricist 
project of historical narrative more fictional than it ever desires it to be. 
Collingwood refers to this process as mere fabrication:

We fabricate periods of history by fastening upon some, to us, pecu-
liarly luminous point and trying to study it as it actually came into 
being. We find our eyes caught, as it were, by some striking phenom-
enon (Greek life in the fifth century), or the like, and this becomes a 
nucleus of a group of historical inquiries, asking how it arose and how 
it passed away, thus we form the idea of a period, which we call the 
Hellenic period; and this period will resemble the Byzantine period 
or the Baroque in being a period, that is in having a luminous center 
preceded and followed by processes whose only interest to us at the 
moment is that they lead to and from it.45

Collingwood’s reference to the theory of period-resemblance points to 
another important aspect of teleological thinking, that is, the expansion 
of telos to include humanity at large. This logic left remarkable impacts 
on major intellectual and theoretical movements of the time, passing from 
Kantian idealism through Hegelian absolutism to Marxian determinism. 
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Take, for example, Kant’s essay “The Idea of Universal History with Cosmo-
politan Intent.” This text reflects the aspiration of the Enlightenment to a 
collective human project of reaching a natural teleology of progress through 
what he refers to as the “hidden plan of nature.” Kant’s essay propagates a 
natural telos of historical progress. His ‘Idea’ is based on the premise that, 
unbeknownst to particular individuals, humanity as a whole is inevitably 
moving forward towards a universal future and a cosmopolitan world order. 
Kant still believes that this presumed fictivity will eventually turn out to be 
fact rather than fiction. Therefore, “the philosophical attempt to work out 
a universal history of the world in accord with a plan of nature that aims 
at a perfect civic union of the human species,” Kant continues, “must be 
regarded as possible and even as helpful to this objective of nature.”46

In many respects, the writings of Kant stand at the center of this devel-
opment, and his influential thought leads in different directions, but he is 
particularly important as a fountainhead of transcendental history and the 
notion of continuity essential to the idea of European modernity. Kant’s 
philosophy not only expresses the teleological biases of metaphysics, but 
it also raises the position of the subject, as does Descartes’, to the level of 
transcendence and renders him out of touch with everything else except his 
own selfhood.

With another act of force, Hegel adds to the development of modernity 
and historical thinking a new conception of temporality in the form of dia-
lectical teleology that arrives at its end. With Hegel, history is complete, and 
there is no possibility of going beyond it, much less beyond Hegel himself. 
In Reason in History, he alludes to this completion by asserting the unavoid-
able fact that before a historian undertakes the task of writing history, he 
must enter/conform to a mode of thinking subordinate to “the data of real-
ity, which guides his historical discourse.”47

To Hegel, whose relationship to Islam is very problematic as I argue in 
a later chapter, history could be written from multiple perspectives: as an 
origin, as a reflection, and as a philosophy. Those methods correspond to 
one fact: history is a priori. Based entirely on anteriority and presupposi-
tions, the writing of history has so far been in constant resistance to the 
given data.48 In Hegel’s philosophy of history, any of these approaches would 
necessarily do violence to history by shaping it according to a ready-made 
structure that precedes it. On more than one occasion, Hegel also empha-
sizes that history is to be understood as governed by a circular motion.49
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With Marx, historical thinking reaches a different climax. Insisting on 
the existence of a model of exploitation and a model of class struggle in 
every society, Marx invested in the notion of historical determinism in 
which history becomes a history of class struggle. His theory even offers 
a view of the historical event as already determined. The historical event, 
argues Engels, “may be viewed as the product of a power which works as a 
whole unconsciously and without volition.”50 This continuous and uncon-
sciously functioning power is the power of a material dialectic and of class 
struggle, a struggle which, according to Marx, will eventually end, leading 
to the liberation of the proletariat. But it is here that a theory of Marxism 
is also in danger of falling into Eurocentrism and unconsciously becoming 
complicit with the dominant master-narrative of European modernity, 
including that of colonialism. Marx sees history as a force driven by human 
labor and socioeconomic relations. In Marx’s eyes, history is nothing but the 
history of human industry which goes through stages of development until 
it reaches maturity. 

This maturity somehow manages to mark “the end of history.” In short, 
it is the material conditions of any society that determine the trajectory of 
historical development. In this sense, Marxism’s approach to history appears 
to be ‘vulgarly’ reductionist as well as totalizing, and Marx himself becomes 
a thinker whose ideas were in sync with those of other thinkers of his time. 
As Foucault put it, “Marxism exists in nineteenth century thought like a fish 
in water: that is, it is unable to breath anywhere else.”51 Foucault’s view on 
Marx is shared by a number of postcolonial theorists. Robert Young argues 
that “Marxism as a body of knowledge itself remains complicit with, and 
even extends, the system to which it is opposed… . Marxism’s standing 
Hegel on his head may have reversed his idealism, but it did not change 
the mode of operation of a conceptual system which remains collusively 
Eurocentric.”52 Tsenay Serequeberhan observes that Marx celebrates the 
“globalization of Europe” at the outset of the Communist Manifesto and 
therefore is a fitting cog in the wheel of Eurocentrism along with his precur-
sors Kant and Hegel. “No matter how differently they view the historical 
globalization of Europe,” argues Serequeberhan forcefully, “what matters is 
that European modernity is the real in contrast to the unreality of human 
existence in the non-European world.”53

What is at stake in such deterministic narratives of history is the very 
notion of teleology. The positivistic philosophy that enabled the concept 
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of determination subjects the thinking of history to limited horizons, espe-
cially by reducing the range of historical events to Europe alone, and by 
looking at history as a predetermined process of cause and effect functioning 
within the contours of teleology. The problem of Marx’s counter-Hegelian 
theory, a “death-defying leap from existence in theory to existence in prac-
tice,”54 as Pierre Bourdieu once described it, lies in the fact that it still suffers 
from the symptoms of the very ‘theory effect’ it is critiquing. To sociologists 
like Bourdieu, Marx’s theory contradicts itself by trying to materialize a kind 
of ‘reality’ and a future that remains unknown. Bourdieu’s reservation is 
part of a larger discourse that dismisses deterministic theories of history as 
simply “fictional,” capable only of producing a flat objectivity that judges 
the future before it takes place. Marxism falls within this category as a move-
ment that envisions history as a project based on causal laws accounting for 
objective facts. This approach does not really distinguish Marx from Kant 
and Hegel. To a greater or lesser degree, they all see history as an Other of an 
already determined future. Like Kant and Hegel, Marx is the son of the very 
modernity he criticizes. To subject history to methods of observation and 
verification is to disregard the inherent retrospectiveness of its discourse and 
to dismiss the very principle that enables history and distinguishes it from 
other lab experiments, that is, the absence of samples.55 

In addition, there is disregard for the fact that history is an act of writ-
ing that presumably gets its impulse from the desire for truth and not from 
its establishment. The teleological principle of the Enlightenment allows 
for the division of history into periods and for connecting these periods 
into a linear sequence. The resulting narrative usually works syntagmatically, 
that is, taking the present as its point of departure, and not paradigmati-
cally, where the historical event is viewed as that towards which historical 
narrative is made to tend through a renewed process of emplotment. In 
syntagmatic historicity (a view of history adopted by major French struc-
turalists like Lévi-Strauss and Greimas), the end of a happening is that from 
which a historian starts in order to reach its probable genesis through a 
series of logical presuppositions. This awareness of the difference between 
the development of historical logic and of historical development as logic is 
critical to the understanding of the Enlightenment’s teleological principles 
of historical construction.

Metaphorically speaking, the Enlightenment provides two diametri-
cally opposed modes defining the movement of history: the arrow and the 
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cycle. The cycle, Ibn Khaldūn’s model, is a trope for a continuous pattern 
of changes, but changes that are endlessly repeated, a kind of history that 
“educates men,” to borrow White’s phrasing, “to the fact that their own 
present world had once existed in the minds of men as an unknown and 
frightening future,” one that tells them that their existence has already been 
performed, thus creating “a sense of the absurdity of all human aspiration, 
and at the same time, a sense of the necessity of such aspiration.”56 All reli-
gious and faith-based historiographies are written in the spirit of history 
as envelopment, not development. Historians like Ibn Khaldūn and Vico, 
writers ranging from eighth-century Muslim poets like Abū al-‘Atāhiyya to 
eighteenth-century English authors like Samuel Johnson or Thomas Gray 
belong to this almost sermonic and epigrammatic belief-based vision of 
history. The arrow, on the other hand, is the new product of modern West-
ern thought, one that allows for more continuity than the cycle. The arrow 
becomes the root metaphor for the notion of a receding telos and the grad-
ual revolutionary advancement in the course of history. The arrow embodies 
the idea that the past not only moves in the direction of a positive future, 
but moves continuously, without major breaks or gaps.

Poststructuralism and the Undoing of Modernity-based History
The twentieth century witnessed the emergence of a somewhat sympathetic 
self-doubt and a recognition of the perils of the categories of totality and 
progress characterizing the modern understanding of history in Western 
Europe. Many intellectuals began to take upon themselves the task of expos-
ing the misunderstandings and relapses inherent in all progressive concepts 
of history. Though many of those theoreticians cannot argue away the phe-
nomenon of modernity with its social and historical distinctiveness, they are 
still able to provide new ways of understanding its condition of possibility. 
In his insightful work Metahistory, Hayden White revisits nineteenth-
century European discourses of history (both the theory and the practice) 
demonstrating that this history is nothing but an imaging or an imagina-
tion of history. Re-examining major figures such as Hegel, Burkhardt, and 
Nietzsche among others, White’s study comes to exemplify a movement in 
the historical profession that challenges historians to reflect on the writing 
of history as a literary endeavor.

Much of White’s later work touches on the same idea of the literari-
ness of written history from different critical angles. According to White, 
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historians shape historical evidence into literary tropes (metaphor, synec-
doche, metonymy, and irony), which not only yields a sense of coherence, 
but also renders the evidence itself a fictive act.57 At the bottom of White’s 
theory is the structuration of literary criticism and tropes laid down by 
Northrop Frye in the late fifties. Frye’s modes of literary emplotment are 
romance, tragedy, comedy, and satire. By projecting Frye’s Anatomy onto 
historiographical narrative, White expands rhetorical analysis into the his-
torical field, thus raising many questions concerning the tropological nature 
of historical writings in general.58

Striving to resist the social scientific tendencies of professional historical 
training in the twentieth century – which naively assumes that the past can 
be related objectively – White not only analyzes historical texts, but also 
attempts to write, as the book’s subtitle indicates, a history of historical 
consciousness in nineteenth-century Europe.59 Furthermore, White identi-
fies the history that historians make with their written texts and shifts the 
ground of discussion from history to histories, defining the historical work 
as “a verbal structure in the form of narrative prose discourse that purports 
to be a model, or icon, of past structures and processes in the interest of 
explaining what they were by representing them.”60

White explains how thoroughly the historical discipline differs from a 
purely descriptive science and how much it owes to literary art. Focusing 
mainly on narrative structures and tropological acts by which the historian 
“prefigures the historical field,” White underscores a “deep[er] structure,” a 
rhetorical determinism that helps him shift the attention of historical dis-
course from what is most manifest in historical narratives to what is most 
latent and hidden, sometimes from the historian himself. This method solid-
ifies White’s argument that there is a repressed historicity in non-historical 
texts and that there is no essential difference between the works of the great 
historians and their counterparts in philosophy. Essential for White’s own 
purpose is the fact that the deep structures of historical thought are actu-
ally more accessible in non-historical texts than in the histories themselves. 
White’s four major books are more or less variations on the same theme: 
the constructedness of the historian’s craft and the linguistic and rhetorical 
nature of the project of history in general:

In short it is my view that the dominant tropological mode and its 
attendant linguistic protocol comprise the irreducibly ‘metahistorical’ 
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basis of every historical work… . What remains implicit in the histo-
rians is simply brought to the surface and systematically defended in 
the works of the great philosophers of history. It is no accident that 
the principal philosophers of history were also (or have lately been 
discovered to have been) quintessentially philosophers of language.61

This “view” of history, especially in nineteenth-century historical writings, 
contributes significantly to our understanding of the intellectual tendencies 
in modern Europe. White’s idea that history is something made (not found) 
by historians finds echoes in Michel de Certeau’s theory of history.

Like White, de Certeau contends that history is entirely narrative. De 
Certeau does not investigate what type of discourse history is as White does; 
rather he seeks to situate history within the cultural need it must fulfill, and 
it becomes the job of historiography to fulfill this need by repressing any evi-
dence of it. De Certeau regards historiography as an operation that can only 
be understood in terms of a function within a specific cultural field. But in 
order to have a full grasp of de Certeau’s take on historiography, it is impor-
tant to situate him in relationship to the cultural atmosphere of the time.

European colonialism of the Arab-Islamic world began with France’s 
occupation of Algeria from 1830 onwards and its partial dominion over 
Tunisia. This occupation lasted more than a hundred and thirty years, 
ending on July 5, 1962. It is no wonder that postcolonial France has been 
occupied with this recent past. Pierre Nora, a prominent French historian, 
argues that France, presumably because of a sense of “duality between a 
monarchy and a revolutionary radicalism,” has been a nation obsessed with 
its own history, continuity, and identity. “It is surely one of the reasons,” 
comments Nora, “why France enjoys such a unique and central relation 
with its past, with its memory, or, to put it another way, with its history 
and with its politics, which are forever charged with the mission of patch-
ing up the torn robe of the nation’s past.”62 This preoccupation with the 
national past has found an important echo in diverse aspects of France’s 
intellectual life, including literary theory, cultural studies, films, and litera-
ture. In the introduction to a multi-volume work on French history, Les 
lieux de mémoire [Realms of memory], Nora also speaks about both the 
preoccupation with a certain tradition of national historical memory and 
the sense that it is being lost. According to Nora, “we [the French nation] 
speak of memory because it is no longer there.”63 This observation leaves 
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no doubt that the recent reflection on the French past betrays the attitudes 
and desires, the uncertainties and fears, of the present. New interests in 
marginal histories and of history from below, as opposed to the discourse 
of the ‘center,’ began to appear at the hands of a dissident group of writers 
who worked against the grain and sought to resurrect moments and events 
ignored – perhaps even repressed – by the official records of French history. 
This act of looking in from the outside of discourse and of observing one’s 
own culture with the alienated gaze of someone who does not belong to it 
(though in epistemological terms, it is arguable that there is no such thing 
as outside discourse) becomes the standard position of poststructuralism in 
general. Foucault and de Certeau belong to this model of non-identical (re)
thinking. The latter, both a historian and a member of the École Freudienne, 
finds an analogy between the writing of history and the unconscious. De 
Certeau contends that history is to the present what the unconscious is to 
the conscious. History to de Certeau is the absent Other of the present. 
Historiography is thus “an odd procedure that posits death in order to deny 
it.” In this way historians allow the dead to have a voice only so that they 
can inter it; that is, historiography is a “double operation, a labor of death 
and a labor against death.”64

An understanding of the dynamics of this “double operation” and its 
relation to France’s long colonial past is crucial for a better assessment of 
the poststructuralist vogue in modern France. It is not at all a coincidence 
that the postcolonial critic Gayatri Spivak embarked on the translation of 
Grammatology, the first major work of the Algerian-born French philoso-
pher Jacques Derrida, which debunks the major premises that constituted 
the idea of Europe and the intellectual presuppositions that led to the Euro-
peanization of world culture.65 In The Writing of History, de Certeau seeks 
to investigate this same positing of the death of the Other, although he 
goes further by questioning what happens when a Western historian, usu-
ally in the form of a travel narrative, writes on the occasion of or in relation 
to the Other. De Certeau’s project is to deconstruct a specific “conquering 
and orgiastic curiosity,” as he argues, one that is “so taken with unveiling 
hidden things,” and that “has its symbol in travel literature: the dressed, 
armed, knighted discoverer face-to-face with the nude Indian woman.”66 To 
de Certeau, the writing of history has become a “discourse of separation,”67 
for not only does it separate the present from the past, but it also “forces a 
silent body to speak and bases its mastery of expression upon what the other 
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keeps silent.”68 Writing thus converts the “seen body into the known body 
and turns it into the semantic organization of a vocabulary.”69

Western writing of history did enjoy this power of transforming tradition 
into text, “of emptying out the other into a blank page that it should itself 
be able to write.”70 History, de Certeau tells us, “would fall to ruins” if we 
studied it without paying attention to “the connection between the act that 
it promotes and the society that it reflects.” Otherwise, history would be 
nothing “more than a fiction (the narrative of what happened) or an episte-
mological reflection (the elucidation of its own working laws).”71

De Certeau’s critique is primarily set against the first modernity out-
lined in the Renaissance, where European colonialism may be said to have 
started, notably with the Portuguese sailor Vasco da Gama’s discovery of the 
route to India and East Indies around Africa in 1498. During those world 
discoveries, Europe underwent what might be called an identity crisis, a 
repositioning of its sense of self and non-self. This reevaluation was greatly 
influenced by the acquisition of new geographical knowledge; in fact, the 
most dramatic findings in this realm occurred in the late fifteenth and six-
teenth centuries. As the colonizing West gained a relational superiority to 
other newly explored regions, it was given the power of a God-like authority 
to create history and to mark the beginning of the civilization of the Other 
through those acts of discovery. Many discoveries of that era were made 
by British, French, and Dutch explorers whose accounts of what they saw 
were taken unquestionably as the accurate testimony of the circumstances 
witnessed.

However, the difficulty of naming the unknown (as well as claiming to 
know what a new thing is) arises from a mode of perception. Linguisti-
cally, this would imply that it is the signifier that shapes our perception of 
the signified, not vice versa. In short, the relationship between knowing, 
seeing, imagining, and writing revealed major insecurities and put the his-
toriography of early European modernity into question. De Certeau writes: 
“If therefore the story of what happened disappears from scientific history 
(in order, in contrast, to appear in popular history), or if the narrative of 
facts takes on the allure of a ‘fiction’ belonging to a given type of discourse, 
we cannot conclude that the reference to the real is obliterated. This refer-
ence has instead been somewhat displaced.”72 De Certeau here points our 
attention to the connection between vision (the characteristic feature of 
modernity) and writing, and to the effect that such a connection has on the 
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field of historiography. What the mind recognizes is not always the same as 
what the eye sees, much less than what the hand writes. The name given to 
a totally foreign object must have originally referred to an already decoded 
signifier in the historian’s own system. European historiography, de Certeau 
argues, has ignored the possibility of what existed outside of its discourse.

While it is true that objects are ‘seen,’ these objects are described in terms 
of existing lexemes and a designated linguistic framework. Historiography’s 
very efforts to describe the unknown in terms of the known, to install ready-
made signifieds on brand-new signifiers or vice versa, have indeed created 
a rupture in the relationship between seeing and writing, between the act 
of observing and the objects observed. The strong insistence on vision and 
the visual appropriation of space is manifest in the desire to possess the 
other through vision. Voir (seeing) is an act that necessitates a split between 
subject and object, which in turn results in two modes of visual objectifica-
tion: objectification of the past, and objectification of the Other. Historians 
maintain control over the object by constructing both the Other and the 
past as outside, that is to say, as objects of vision “over there.”

The Cartesian equation of being with seeing and consequently of seeing 
with knowing has given many European historians and philosophers the 
authority to construct reality. Histoire then becomes a scriptural resultant of 
voir and savoir, of seeing and knowing and of containing the Other under 
the historian’s assumed epistemological panoptic position. This duality of 
vision and knowledge still haunts modern epistemology:

The eye is in the service of a “discovery of the world.” It is the front 
line of an encyclopedic curiosity that during the sixteenth century 
“frenetically heaps up” material in order to posit the “foundations of 
modern science.” The frenzy of knowing and the pleasure of looking 
reach the darkest regions and unfold the interiority of bodies as sur-
face laid out before our eyes.73

These are some of the tools de Certeau uses to criticize Jean de Léry’s His-
toire d'un voyage fait en la terre du Brésil.74 He begins “Ethno-Graphy,” 
chapter 5 of The Writing of History, with a note on the rectangular precepts 
of ethnography, namely, “Orality,” “Spatiality,” “Alterity,” and “Uncon-
sciousness.” These four concepts gave rise to “transformations in which the 
basic scheme will always remain apparent”75 and from which historiography 
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developed in the opposite direction of “Writing,” “Temporality,” “Iden-
tity,” and “Consciousness.” Significantly, writing is the most metonymic 
of the four elements, since it is the only one that combines the other three 
together in one single form.

Chapter 5 in de Certeau’s book is a good example of the specificity of a 
given other, the Tupi, who managed to resist Occidental classification. The 
argument of de Certeau’s chapter follows the line of the ironic implication 
that what the ethnographic project tried to reduce emerges as irreducible in 
the very text of the Western historian. Indeed, de Certeau understands his-
toriography as a written “action against the past,” and as a rhetorical strategy 
aimed at “erasing its own relation to time.” He sees writing as the only viable 
source of work that creates the demarcation between “over here” and “over 
there.”76 When a historian writes, de Certeau maintains, he produces place 
and time, unaware of the fact that he himself is in place and time. The very 
locus from which a historian writes and which he refuses to leave necessi-
tates the elimination of the ‘other’:

Still more characteristic is the nature of the rift. It does not result 
essentially from a selection between [primitive] error and [Christian] 
truth. Here the decisive element is the possession or privation of an 
instrument that can at the same time keep things in all their purity 
[as de Léry will remark further on] and stretch all the way to the other 
end of the world. In combining the power to keep the past [while the 
primitive fable forgets and loses its origin] with that of indefinitely 
conquering distance [while the primitive voice is limited to the van-
ishing circle of its auditors], writing produces history.77

As it is manifest in this quote, and as argued earlier, the idea that (modern) 
writing produces history preoccupies French postcolonial thought. The 
grim implication is that Western historiography has condemned the Other 
to a state of perpetual entombment. The Other – and in our case what could 
be more Other than Islam in modern Western thought? – has become “the 
phantasm of historiography, the object that it seeks, honors and buries.”78 
The emphasis on place creates a centrality in the subject position in relation 
to writing: “in order for writing to function from afar, it has to maintain its 
relation to a place of production, even from a distance.”79 What appears to 
be at stake here is that the historian as subject refuses to be decentralized; 
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and writing, instead of maintaining its relation to a place of production, 
becomes faithful to the center of its production. This centrality is what 
silences or even irreparably effaces the voice of the Other:

At least in this way appears one of the rules of the system which was 
established as being Occidental and modern: the scriptural opera-
tion which produces, preserves, and cultivates imperishable ‘truths’ 
is connected to a rumor of words that vanish no sooner than they are 
uttered, and are therefore lost forever. An irreparable loss is the trace 
of these spoken words in the texts whose objects they have become. 
Hence through writing is formed our relation with the other.80

With this quote in mind, it is easy to make the analogy to today’s Islam and 
see how in some Western historiographies Islam has also functioned as an 
hors d’oeuvre in the double sense of the word, both as an appetizer and as 
an outsider. In other words, an Islamic topic – say the Qur’ān, the sharī‘a, 
the sīra (biography of the Prophet), or even Islam itself – would start the 
historian’s text, make it possible in the first place by becoming raw material 
for thought, but would still remain an outsider. Even when there is a slight 
opportunity for Islam to stand out as ‘different’ and unappropriable, this 
slim chance for its irreducibility is transformed by some polemics into a 
hierarchical difference between norm and aberration, either between Chris-
tianity and its other, or secular modernity and its other. The inability of 
some Western historiography to accept the reality of what is ‘out there’ poses 
a fundamental limitation. Here again de Certeau’s example of late sixteenth-
century French historiography is useful, as he shows us through de Léry’s 
account how the ‘Other’ runs the risk of appearing negatively dissimilar, i.e. 
amputated, distorted, and incomplete in relationship to a perfectly normal 
and whole Western self:

In this landscape the figure of dissimilarity is either a deviation from 
what can be seen ‘over here’ or, more often, the combination of West-
ern forms that seem to have been cut off, and whose fragments seem 
to be associated in unexpected ways. Thus, among the four-footed 
animals (of which there exists ‘not one’ that in any or every aspect in 
any fashion can resemble our own’), the tapiroussou is ‘half-cow and 
half-donkey,’ ‘being both of one and the other.’ Their picture of the 
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world [is] covered with countless broken mirrors in which the same 
fracture is reflected (half this, half that).81

If this critique is to teach us something about sixteenth-century Western 
historiography, it would be to expose its limited and narrow understanding 
of history by showcasing its own narcissistic norms and inability to expand 
its categories to include cultures and religions outside its own. One is not 
calling for a resurrection of a transcendental signifier or the recuperation of 
a lost referent. In fact, it does not really matter whether or not we are able to 
retrieve what has been lost, or repressed, or emptied out in many texts writ-
ten on Islam. The task is neither ethical nor apologetic, for this is to no avail. 
What matters is to point from afar to some erasures that took place and to 
warn against the lapse into a polemic of historiography that hides under the 
garb of rational objectivity and scientific positivism in order to re-colonize 
Islam in the very act of writing about it. For ‘writing,’ as de Certeau warns 
us, is no small task, it is an “an archive, it declares, it goes beyond the end 
of the world, toward those destined to receive it according to the objectives 
that it desires,” and with writing, “the Westerner has a sword in his hand 
which will extend its gesture but never modify its subject.”82

De Certeau’s interrogation of the axioms of modernity and its historical 
discourse finds great support in the writings of Michel Foucault. Like de 
Certeau, Foucault is opposed to the main tendencies of modern European 
historiography, namely, its realist assumptions about the past, its totalizing 
frameworks, and its empiricism. But more like Samir Amin and Hayden 
White than de Certeau, Foucault takes the Enlightenment as a breaking 
point and works against the notion of Romantic historiography, albeit from 
a different angle. Romantic historians thought of history as a way to restore 
contact with origins and to reconstitute some sort of a fractured totality. In 
this spirit, the task of the historian was to connect the specific experience of 
the subject to a totalizing historical experience. Jules Michelet, for instance, 
connects French political struggles in the middle of the July Revolution to 
his history of ancient Rome, a task described later by White as a tendency to 
“[emplot] his Histories as dramas of disclosure, of the liberation of a spiritual 
power fighting to free itself from the forces of darkness, a redemption.”83 
Foucault’s criticism does not specify this Romantic attitude towards history, 
but rather moves towards a broader rebuttal of all histories of ideas that 
focus on continuity, authorship, and novelty.
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To Foucault, most histories end up in contradiction, for in seeking the 
roots of certain ideas (a consequence of the fascination with historical con-
tinuity), they paradoxically perform what prevents those very ideas from 
being truly new. In the face of this assumption of continuity and the focus 
on authors and novelty, Foucault suggests looking for discontinuities (which 
he defines as ruptures), impersonality, and irregularities in discourse, whose 
main nucleus is the statement, or énoncé.84 Against the notion of a subject-
based historiography, Foucault proposes the archive, a “historical a priori,” 
which he defines as a machine generating social, as opposed to linguistic, 
meaning. The archive becomes the first law of what can be said; it takes his-
tory away from its dependence on the subject. An archivist, another word for 
an archaeologist in Foucault’s diction, does not busy himself with personali-
ties, as the Romantic historian would do; he does not seek to find out who 
writes what to whom and then to subsume all this under totalizing universal 
laws. The aim of history writing in Foucault is to save history from falling 
into anthropologism and to cleanse it “from all transcendental narcissism.”85

Foucault tries to be an example of what he preaches. Many of his books 
present us with several different periods of history, focusing on the dif-
ferences in thought and practice from one period to the next. Historical 
discontinuity is the centerpiece of Foucault’s method. This method is pro-
nouncedly clear in his earlier work The Order of Things, where he invokes 
the concept of épistémè to describe the intellectual conditions of possibil-
ity during certain ages.86 In The Order of Things, Foucault deals with the 
development of modern thought from the late sixteenth century to the 
present. As usual, he sets out to invert the customary approach to the study 
of history: “It seems to me that the historical analysis of scientific discourse 
should at least be subject, not to a theory of knowledge, but to a theory 
of discursive practice.”87 In his Foreword, Foucault opposes archaeological 
analysis to traditional approaches of human sciences which privilege a self-
reflective subject anterior to discourse, a subject that claims to be the sole 
origin of meaning. Foucault’s archaeological method tries to uncover what 
he calls a “positive unconscious” of human knowledge, which is best defined 
in what he refers to as “épistémè”:

What I am attempting to bring to light is the epistemological field, 
the épistémè in which knowledge, envisaged apart from criteria having 
reference to rational value or to its objective forms, grounds its 
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positivity and thereby manifests a history which is not that of its grow-
ing perfection, but rather that of its conditions of possibility; in this 
account, what should appear are those configurations within the space 
of knowledge which have given rise to the diverse forms of empirical 
science. Such an enterprise is not so much a history, in the traditional 
meaning of the word, as an ‘archaeology.’88

Foucault’s épistémè is defined as the condition of the possibility of a dis-
course, and consequently of history, at a certain time. It is an a priori set 
of rules that allows the discourse to function and that allows different 
themes to be spoken at a certain time, but not at another. As sex is different 
from sexuality, so too the épistémè should not be confused with epistemol-
ogy. Epistemology reflects on knowledge in order to explain how things 
are ordered, what principles things follow and the particular order that 
has been established. The épistémè is different in that it is anterior to such 
epistemological forms of reflection. The épistémè is determined by a priori 
rules of discursive formation. The épistémè is the “middle region” between 
the “encoded eye” (empirical knowledge) and reflexive knowledge neces-
sary for an understanding of the conditions of history: “This middle region 
[épistémè], then, in so far as it makes manifest the modes of being of an 
order, can be posited as the most fundamental of all: anterior to words, 
perceptions, and gestures, … between the use of what one might call the 
ordering codes and reflections upon order itself, there is the pure experience 
of order and its modes of being.”89 Any épistémè in the service of the subject, 
it must follow, whether this subject is medieval or modern, gives way to 
another épistémè to which the subject no longer lays claim.

In the aftermath of the Enlightenment the modern theory of the subject 
has considered itself the definitive truth of European intellectual history. 
The archaeological approach that Foucault offers makes it possible to dis-
pense with the conception of the sovereign subject as the source of historical 
knowledge, since – to Foucault – the subject as a product of discourse is not 
a stable category after all. The treatment of the history of thought in terms 
of individual intellectual biographies is, therefore, inadequate to describe 
the density of discourse. The implication is that historical knowledge is 
not the grasping and ordering of phenomena by the mind, but instead his-
tory becomes the very phenomenon that produces the mind. The mind 
is theoretically reducible to the conditions of its production. To privilege 
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the subject as the pre-discursive origin of historical knowledge is to disre-
gard the fact that the subject itself, its situatedness, is determined by factors 
beyond its transcendental consciousness:

If there is one approach that I do reject, however, it is that (one might 
call it, broadly speaking, the phenomenological approach) which gives 
absolute priority to the observing subject, which attributes a constitu-
ent role to an act, which places its own point of view at the origin of 
all historicity – which, in short, leads to a transcendental conscious-
ness. It seems to me that the historical analysis of scientific discourse 
should, in the last resort, be subject, not to a theory of the knowing 
subject, but rather to a theory of discursive practice.90

According to Foucault, language established itself in the late seventeenth 
century as a means to knowledge, and knowledge was already discourse; 
in the eighteenth century, it was understood that to know was to ‘know’ 
nature and to build upon the basis of language a true language, one which 
reveals the conditions in which all language was possible. Though too broad, 
Foucault’s centennial periodization is based on discontinuity. This discon-
tinuity manifests itself in the rediscovery of other patterns of reality, that is, 
the beginning of taxonomy and the definition of abstract characteristics. To 
sum up, Foucault’s method singles out three different modes of the épistémè 
that characterize three periods in history. First, the Renaissance’s épistémè 
was “resemblance,” which “played a constructive role in the knowledge of 
Western culture.”91 Foucault infers that the interpretation of things was 
guided during the Renaissance by a perception of the resemblance between 
things. This “resemblance” structured the exegesis of things to the extent 
that any search for meaning was the bringing to light of a similitude. The 
utmost teleology was to discover that things are alike. On the contrary, the 
Classical Age that followed favored order and a unified system of taxonomy. 
Knowledge in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was based on a “uni-
versal science of measure and order.”92 The focal issue was how language as a 
sign system could adequately account for the nature of the world. In other 
words, the shift in language was from a Renaissance sameness to a classical 
age of representation, from language as a simple transparent system capable 
of naming things unobtrusively to a complex set of operations based on 
binary classical classifications.
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Following the same logic, the end of the classical age would, in 
Foucauldian terms, mark the beginning of a new épistémè that breaks away 
from the representational and taxonomical paradigm of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. In the nineteenth century, discourse itself becomes the 
subject of discourse. The author no longer uses language and then stands 
outside of it, but language is also conceived as inside the creating subject 
and as having its own producing effect. If language becomes divorced from 
its referent, it still paradoxically remains the only medium through which 
the thing can be known. A production of anything (from commodities to 
literary discourse) is no longer conceived as structured around individual 
consciousness, but rather around the age, or as Foucault prefers to call it, 
around “the discourse” that creates not just individuals but events as well. 
Language, therefore, takes on a whole new mode of existence; it creates 
the role of the metaphysical mediator/revealer of philosophical truths and 
becomes more and more self-referential. Hence, Foucault regards not only 
language but also the human species and its major events as a mere product 
of a certain period of “those figurations within the space of knowledge:”

It is comforting, however, and a source of profound relief to think 
that man is only a recent invention, a figure not yet two centuries old, 
a new wrinkle in our knowledge, and that he will disappear again as 
soon as that knowledge has discovered a new form.93

Foucault’s thoughts on the historical event are subsumed under the umbrella 
of what he refers to as ‘periodization.’ He argues in “Nietzsche, Geneal-
ogy, History” that “all knowledge rests upon injustice,” since outside their 
temporal function and periodization, such rules would confirm the idea 
“that here is no right, even in the act of knowing, to truth or foundation 
for truth.” In this and other writings Foucault attempts to appropriate the 
traditional concept of history by a basic reformulation of its substance into 
process and discourse, or into a structured épistémè, driven by an intellectual 
tour de force to demystify the notion that history is continuity. Foucault 
deals the notion of continuity another sharp blow when he critiques origins. 
Foucault explains that the search for origins should be avoided “because it 
is an attempt to capture the exact essence of things … because this search 
assumes the existence of immobile forms that precede the external world of 
accident and succession.”94
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Foucault’s discursive method invites a radical reassessment of the his-
torical event. According to him, the field of the so-called modern scientific 
historiography emerging from eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe 
has produced a kind of linearity in historical thinking. This linearity regards 
any event that lies outside its normal course as abnormal, a concept that 
both de Certeau and Derrida later investigate. The imaginative sense of 
directed movement through time led to the emergence of a philosophy of 
progressivity based on the principle of ‘forward movement,’ embracing the 
false belief that history deals with ‘facts’ only in order to reach the ‘truth.’

Even if he is not a historian in the strict sense of the word, Foucault man-
ages to restore to the study of history the idea that a historical event is no 
longer a secularized happening, but a larger statement that would only make 
sense if seen through sociological, political, educational, and cultural pos-
sibilities, so that an event in history will be considered only as a participant 
in an institutional activity that transcends its particularity.95

Why does all this matter to the treatment of Islam in the West? The 
answer is simple. All the aforementioned theorists agree that history is not 
an objective or a transparent or even a continuous undertaking. Anyone who 
believes that the self-glorifying historical project of Western Europe during 
the Enlightenment which categorized Islam as barbaric and uncivilized is an 
objectively true narrative that ‘gets it right’ will find these writers an annoy-
ance. As for the question of ‘constructing’ the history of Islam in a way that 
serves Western supremacy, its reality or unreality becomes almost irrelevant. 
History, Roland Barthes tells us, “is not so much the real as the intelligi-
ble.”96 Interestingly, if we follow this formula of rethinking history, we will 
find that Islamic history or Islam as history interrupts the rigid tradition of 
European modernity as much as modernity interrupts, indeed shakes, the 
tradition of Islam in its definition of itself; we will find that there exists, as 
Mohammed Arkoun once put it, “a liberal, critical Islam open to change, 
an Islam still little known and rarely taken into consideration.”97 While this 
history of Islam still needs to be written, the predominant mode of writing 
about Islam in the West points to a grave historiographical misunderstand-
ing, one that is neither accidental nor produced by lack of knowledge.
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Postcolonial Battles 
over Ibn Khaldūn

Intellectual History and  
the Politics of Exclusion

Learn that the art of history is one of great pursuits, enormous benefits, and 
honorable ends.

Ibn Khaldūn, Muqaddima

What happened to Ibn Khaldūn between the fourteenth and twentieth 
centuries? How does his reputation grow? How is his theory used in the Arab-
Muslim world? Is there any tension between assessments of Ibn Khaldūn in 
the pre-colonial period and the ones in the heydays of European imperialism? 
Has Orientalism transformed the translation, reception, and understanding 
of Ibn Khaldūn? It has been widely accepted that imperial expansion was 
deeply implicated in the reconfiguration of European culture and science in 
the colonial era. Attention to the ways in which European investment in the 
Arab world has at once cancelled out the Ottoman Empire and been shaped 
by it is at the heart of Europe’s reception of Islam in the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries. The historian Róbert Simon acknowledges that “the refusal 
of the knowledge of the other [Islam] has not been loosened by the two hun-
dred years of Crusades and the European presence of the Ottoman Empire, 
but it was even more enhanced.”1 Many scholars, including Monneret de 
Villard, Johann Fück, Norman Daniel, R.W. Southern, Maxime Rodinson, 
Benjamin Kedar, Albert Hourani, and Edward Said have written extensively 
on the image of Islam in Western Europe over the last century.2
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Therefore, a focus on the reception of only one Arab-Muslim intellectual’s 
work may not do justice to the scopic dimensions of such a vast field. While 
one does not seek to repeat the varied concerns of all those studies, it is 
useful to confront them by examining recent and contemporary debates over 
Ibn Khaldūn’s intellectual legacy. I argue that the account of Ibn Khaldūn’s 
reception in recent and contemporary scholarship in the West is not simply 
shaped by implacable monolithic Eurocentric hegemony over Islam; it is just 
as much a story of multifaceted engagements with an outstanding Islamic 
historian that also becomes a story of various engagements with the history 
of Islam and with intellectual history at large. My argument thus is not cen-
tered on the merits and drawbacks of universalizing or particularizing Ibn 
Khaldūn, but on the ways in which he has been harnessed and mobilized for 
particular colonial and postcolonial projects. In fact, there have been many 
rival claims on Ibn Khaldūn. First, there are writers like M. Kamil ‘Ayyād 
and E. Rosenthal who emphasize his secular thinking and modern ideas 
on history. A second group, represented by H.A.R. Gibb, Franz Rosenthal, 
Mustafā al-Shak‘a, and Sa‘īd al-Ghānimī, study Ibn Khaldūn in a Muslim 
context, stressing his faith, historical setting, and judiciary career. A third 
group, notably H. Simon, M. Mahdi, and F. Gale, emphasizes the influence 
of ancient Greek philosophy on Ibn Khaldūn. A fourth one, represented 
by Wlad Godzich and Hayden White, deals with Ibn Khaldūn exclusion-
ally, underscoring his difference from European modes of thought; and a 
fifth group, including Ḥasan Ḥanafī, Muḥammad Jābir al-Anṣārī, and Sa‘īd 
al-Ghānimī, looks at Ibn Khaldūn with nationalistic eyes and regards him 
as an inspirational restorative figure of lost Arab glory and a memory of the 
future.3 Each of these schools of thought faces critical challenges. The first 
group of secular thinking ignores Ibn Khaldūn’s profound and genuine reli-
gious convictions; the second “faith” group fails to explain the incomparably 
structured rationality of his theory and how it was able to conceive of his-
torical thought differently from his orthodox Muslim predecessors such as 
al-Baghdādī, al-Māwardī, and Ibn Taymīya. The “Aristotelian thesis” group 
faces the challenge that Ibn Khaldūn decidedly divorced himself from Greek 
philosophy, harshly disapproving of the Muslim Aristotelism and neo-Pla-
tonism of al-Fārābī, Ibn Sīnā, Ibn Bājja, and others. Those who compare his 
philosophy of history to the Western one(s) tend to de-emphasize both the 
context and the content of Ibn Khaldūn’s work. Arab nationalists as well 
ignore the universal and transnational implications of his theory.
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One is therefore left at a loss, while massive and conflicted research on 
Ibn Khaldūn could easily lead to a seemingly irreconcilable mass of sources. 
For this reason, I would like to start by offering a brief account of Ibn 
Khaldūn’s theory of history, then proceed to look at broader themes in Ibn 
Khaldūn scholarship and return to the details after sketching the larger 
trends in order to guide the reader.

Ibn Khaldūn and the Craft of History
Two great achievements distinguish Ibn Khaldūn (1332–1406). First, he 
made history a new science on which he based his historical model of civi-
lization. Secondly, he theorized a historical pattern of cyclical movement 
in Islamic dynasties. In his famous Muqaddima, Ibn Khaldūn introduces 
unique perspectives on the philosophy of history in connection to the 
modern notion of ‘umrān4 and consistently associates history writing with 
fann (art), making the connection between fact and rhetoric an essential 
one.5 While Ibn Khaldūn’s philosophy of history supports recent and con-
temporary theories like Hayden White’s view that historical representations 
are inevitably tropological,6 Ibn Khaldūn’s book on universal history Kitāb 
al-‘Ibar [The book of examples/histories] is generally recognized to have 
established a science of history some five centuries before the emergence of 
historiography as a recognizable field of knowledge in Western Europe. The 
book is divided into several parts: al-Muqaddima [The prolegomena], the 
most translated and analyzed text in which Ibn Khaldūn develops his theory 
of history; Tārīkh al-‘Arab [The history of the Arabs]; and Tārīkh al-Barbar 
[The history of the Berbers]. At the very end of his work, Ibn Khaldūn 
includes his autobiography, al-Ta‘rīf, where he acknowledges all his teachers, 
with a short biography of each, following the traditional Islamic historical 
rule of isnād (chain of transmission).

Ibn Khaldūn’s philosophy of history gives importance to structural rep-
resentations and logical deductions based on the notion of causality. His 
vision is one of closure and finality; it could be said to derive directly from 
the Islamic tradition, though some claim the influence of Greek thought is 
very apparent in his writings, especially Aristotelian thought, whose logic 
not only survived the Dark Ages but also assumed a universal importance as 
a functional tool claimed to have honed the minds of many medieval intel-
lectuals. Crucial to this study is the observation that Ibn Khaldūn benefited 
from Aristotle’s syllogism and his concept of time with its connectedness 
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to causation and divine creation. Arabic-speaking Muslim intellectuals 
were among the first to engage with Aristotle’s philosophical ideas. A long 
concatenation of medieval Muslim philosophers who did so begins with 
Abū Naṣr al-Fārābī (874–950), who as far as we know is among the first to 
comment on Aristotle’s philosophy in Arabic, and passes through Ibn Sīnā 
(Avicenna; 980–1037), al-Ghazālī (1058–1111), Ibn Bājja (1082–1138), 
Ibn Ṭufayl (1109–85), to Ibn Rushd (Averroës; 1126–98).7 This Greco-
Islamic background of medieval scholasticism began at least three hundred 
years before Ibn Khaldūn, who was the only exception to a strict tradition 
of binary oppositions between reason and revelation in Islam.8 As Samir 
Amin argues, “[Ibn Khaldūn’s] advances in the direction of scientific social 
thought are unequaled before him and unsurpassed until the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries.”9 By making history subject to nawāmīs al-sababiyya 
(laws of causality), Ibn Khaldūn was able to rescue Islamic historiogra-
phy from falling into falsity. As it emerged in the fourteenth century, Ibn 
Khaldūn’s philosophy of history cannot be separated from the theological 
shadow under which it developed. The image of a revolving mechanism and 
a repetitive pattern that begins, grows, weakens, and dies is an Islamic idea 
as well as being a generally human one.

An hour’s worth of reading of Ibn Khaldūn is enough to allow us to 
understand how his theologically informed anthropological vision helps 
establish the genealogical as well as the generational relations in his concept 
of history. If language and theories about language have always informed 
the definition of history, Ibn Khaldūn is no exception. Like many historians 
who have argued for the centrality of narrative language in the writing of 
history, Ibn Khaldūn took a linguistic turn in his theorization of history. 
The title of his work Dīwān al-Mubtada’ wal-Khabar, can be read in three 
different ways: The Treasury Book of Beginnings and Historical Accounts; 
The Book of Subject and Predicate; or The Book of Historical Causes and 
Their Effects.10 The third definition finds great support from Ibn Khaldūn 
himself who explains the title as covering early events and their subsequent 
histories. More important still, the emphasis on the textuality of history is 
evoked in the technical use and grammatical function present in the Arabic 
words mubtada’ (subject) and khabar (predicate).

In addition to the linguistic play in the title, Ibn Khaldūn’s histori-
ography has a modern feel to it in two specific senses. First, it shuns the 
mainstream tradition of Islamic historiography, which centers on the life 
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and deeds of Prophet Muḥammad and major Muslim rulers. Ibn Khaldūn 
was quite aware of the colonial influence that Islam had been exercising 
over other nations’ histories. Ibn Khaldūn’s critique of the writing of his-
tory recognizes the silencing of minority voices through the effacing act of 
Muslim historiography. Ibn Khaldūn regards traditional Muslim historians 
as fanatical one-dimensional writers who see history and time only through 
the binary opposition between a before and an after established by the advent 
of Islam. Secondly, Ibn Khaldūn’s theory of history holds some grains of 
the connection between power and knowledge. In seeking to interrogate 
history within a broader epistemological framework, Ibn Khaldūn becomes 
the first historian to overtly criticize the Arab sense of ‘aṣabiyya (feelings of 
blood solidarity) and to expose the Arabs’ injustices. Ibn Khaldūn’s Kitāb 
al-‘Ibar is ostensibly an apology to the Berbers who, while still having their 
own ‘aṣabiyya, had long suffered from the Arabs’ degrading view of them. 
To Ibn Khaldūn, the Berbers are brave people worthy of glory because “the 
strength that they have revealed throughout time makes them fearless; they 
are as brave and as powerful as the other nations and peoples of the world, 
such as the Arabs, the Persians, the Greeks, and the Romans.”11

Through the example of the Berbers, Ibn Khaldūn manages to establish 
innovative and corrective principles for writing history. Ibn Khaldūn was 
driven to write his history in response to an existing crisis in Islamic his-
torical thinking. In the Muqaddima, for example, he sets out to introduce 
rational criteria in writing history with a view toward promoting historiog-
raphy based on a corpus of sociogeographical knowledge. This awareness 
helps avoid falling into myth that inadvertently leads to the perpetual burial 
of the referent and the death of the historical fact. In this “rationalization” 
process, Ibn Khaldūn’s main aim was to de-sacralize the dominant practice 
of history by exposing what appears to him to be the greatest distortions 
committed by Muslim historians. Ibn Khaldūn refers to these errors repeat-
edly in the Muqaddima:

The writing of history requires numerous sources and greatly varied 
knowledge. It also requires a good speculative mind and thorough-
ness. If he [the historian] trusts historical information in its plain 
transmitted form and has no clear knowledge of the principles result-
ing from custom, the fundamental facts of politics, the nature of 
“‘umrān,” or the conditions governing human social organization, 
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and if, furthermore, he does not evaluate remote or ancient mate-
rial through comparison with near or contemporary material, he 
often cannot avoid stumbling and slipping and deviating from the 
high road of truth. Historians, Qur’ān commentators, and prominent 
[ḥadīth and history] transmitters have committed frequent errors in 
the stories and events they reported… . They did not check them 
against the principles underlying such historical situations. Also they 
did not probe (more deeply) with the yardstick of philosophy, with 
the help of knowledge of the nature of things, or with the help of 
speculation and historical insight.12

Here and in many similar examples throughout his book, Ibn Khaldūn 
warns us against the lapse of history into fiction and khurāfa (myth). His-
tory, Ibn Khaldūn tells us, could very easily be “fiction,” that is, untrue, if 
the historian ignores the sociohistorical circumstances that must govern his 
writing of history. In positing this, Ibn Khaldūn’s text breaks away from the 
religio-political centrality of traditional Muslim understanding of tārīkh, as 
a discipline, as a tradition, and as practice that sought to sacralize the mean-
ing of (Islamic) history. In this sense, Ibn Khaldūn is the first Arab-Muslim 
philosopher of history to introduce a reason-based theory of history.

The first principle he mentions, “resourcefulness and greatly varied 
knowledge,” does not distinguish him from the general body of medieval 
Arab historians who were very sensitive to both the collection of oral tra-
ditions and the documentation of their chains of transmission. A classic 
example of those historians is the famous Ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 310/923). 
In the introduction of his book Ta’rīkh al-Rusul wa-l-Mulūk [History of 
prophets and kings], al-Ṭabarī explains his historiographical method of naql 
(uncritical transmission) versus ‘aql (logical processing) as follows:

Let the reader of this book learn that in everything mentioned here I 
am entirely dependent on akhbār [accounts, news, history] I received 
from the works of predecessors, since knowledge of past generations 
is only available to me through their texts. So if the reader finds any 
piece of news that he does not like or that is inconsistent or illogical, 
let him know that this is not the product of my own reasoning, but of 
the akhbār I collected from al-ruwāt [the narrators], and that I only 
wrote down what was transmitted to me.13
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As one can see clearly from al-Ṭabarī’s disclaimer and insistence on an 
‘objective’ unmediated transmission of historical writing, the quality that 
distinguishes Ibn Khaldūn from al-Ṭabarī and other traditionalist historians 
is the insistence on the role of the good, speculative mind of the historian, 
namely the necessity to adhere to the logical practice of subjecting whatever 
evidence may be available to rational analysis. The pains that Ibn Khaldūn 
goes through to differentiate between khurāfa (legend) and tārīkh (history) 
are owing to his concern over the confusion that may arise, since both of 
them are aspects of the same “absent referent.” Ibn Khaldūn was successfully 
able to discover, establish, and apply those rules of authentication to his own 
work. A reliable isnād (chain of transmission) was the major criterion for the 
establishment of authenticity in Arab historiography. Ibn Khaldūn added a 
hitherto unknown logical dimension by which to judge the reliability of this 
isnād in its reporting of akhbār (accounts). He is a pioneer precisely because 
his work opens the door for a new method of historical thinking. Like any 
innovator and creator of a new field, Ibn Khaldūn had to work hard to find 
appropriate language and terminology:

Famous Muslim historians made exhaustive collections of historical 
events and wrote them down in book form. But, then, persons who 
had no right to occupy themselves with history introduced into those 
books untrue gossip which they had thought up or freely invented. 
Many of their successors followed in their steps and passed that infor-
mation on to us as they had heard it. They did not look for or pay 
attention to the causes and conditions of those events, nor did they 
eliminate or reject illogical stories.14

Ibn Khaldūn’s criticism in this passage is aimed directly at historians like 
al-Ṭabarī who have no qualms about arguing that there is no room in ta’rīkh 
(writing history) for mental speculation and logical appropriation, thus 
allowing history to be a crude literal record of transmitted akhbār with-
out any responsibility on the part of the historian. If there is blame, as we 
have seen in the case of al-Ṭabarī, then it goes to al-ruwāt (oral narrators). 
To Ibn Khaldūn, the likes of al-Ṭabarī unduly restrict the role of the his-
torian to mere accumulators of events without questioning their validity. 
Ibn Khaldūn’s understanding of the process of tārīkh is radically different, 
for he aims to free history from its passive dependence on the primordial 
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irrationality of akhbār, thus achieving an epistemological quasi-scientific 
leap in the field of Islamic historiography.15

Furthermore, Ibn Khaldūn uses his terms carefully – verbs such as daw-
wana (to write down in book form), saṭṭara (to write down line by line), as 
well as dīwān (book) and ṣaḥīfa (manuscript, paper) – when he discusses 
history. These instances of precision and their symbolic intimations of intel-
lectual authority and reason distinguish Ibn Khaldūn as a sensible critic of 
history and historiography. History to Ibn Khaldūn is not an irrelevant dis-
course, but one that has weight and significance; it becomes a ‘dīwān’ – what 
we would today call ‘a text.’ Here perhaps one could juxtapose the term 
‘diwān’ to Foucault’s notion of énoncé (statement), as opposed to ‘docu-
ment,’ which to Foucault becomes “the elementary unit of discourse.”16 Ibn 
Khaldūn’s ‘dīwān,’ very much like Foucault’s ‘statement’ in this respect, car-
ries within itself the value that makes it serve as a système d’énoncés (a system 
of statements). This textual attitude towards history pushes Ibn Khaldūn to 
insist on editing the historical khabar (piece of news/account), removing 
the inaccuracies and consistently establishing a grammar for a more prob-
able historical discourse. Ibn Khaldūn’s early call for Muslim historians to 
rely on the expansive logic of epistemological historiography represents a 
pathbreaking moment in modern historiography:

Historiography came to be considered the domain of common people. 
Therefore, today, the scholar in this field needs to know the principles of 
politics, the nature of existent things, and the difference among nations, 
places, and periods with regards to ways of life, character qualities, cus-
toms, sects, schools of thought, and everything else. He further needs 
comprehensive knowledge of present conditions in all such respects. He 
must compare similarities or differences between the present and the 
past (or distantly located) conditions. He must know the causes of the 
similarities in certain cases and of the differences in others… . His goal 
must be to have complete knowledge of the reasons for every happen-
ing, and to be acquainted with the genesis of every event.17

As we can infer from these methodology-oriented ideas, Ibn Khaldūn works 
to establish an independent science of history writing. In his own work, 
he tries to deduce from the histories of kingships a deeper structure of his-
torical movement. In studying early Islamic dynasties, he concludes that 
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the history of their rule is rhythmic and manifests its rhythm in a recurring 
circular structure at work in the rule of these dynasties. These cycles are 
causally recurrent to the extent that one can measure their movements in 
terms of generations based on repetitious causes and their inevitable effects. 
Ibn Khaldūn’s cyclical theory leads from political strength to decadence, 
beginning with the founder, then the maintainer, passing through the imi-
tator, and finally the destroyer. In the Muqaddimah he explains this process 
quite explicitly:

It [the prestige of a dynasty] reaches its end in a single family within 
four successive generations. This is as follows: the builder of the family’s 
glory knows what it cost him to do his work, and he keeps the qualities 
that created his glory and made it last. The son who comes after him 
had personal contact with his father and thus learned those things from 
him. However, he [the son] is inferior to him [the father] as a person 
who learns through study is inferior to a person who learns from expe-
rience. The third generation must be content with imitation and, in 
particular, with reliance upon tradition. This generation is inferior to 
the one of the second generation inasmuch as a person who relies upon 
tradition is inferior to a person who exercises independent judgment. 
The fourth generation then is inferior to the preceding ones in every 
respect… . He keeps away from those in whose group solidarity he 
shares, thinking he is better than they are. He trusts [that they will obey 
him because] he was brought up to take their obedience for granted, 
and does not know the qualities that made obedience necessary. There-
fore, he considers them despicable and they, in turn, revolt against him. 
They transfer their allegiance from him and his direct lineage to some 
other related branch, in obedience to their group solidarity.18

As we can see in this quotation, Ibn Khaldūn’s narrative logic of history can 
be critiqued for its structuralist/didactic reductionism. He was, however, 
careful not to consider this cycle of four generations an absolutely rigid rule 
or discount the possibility for variations. While the main structure of the 
cycle remains, Ibn Khaldūn concedes that variations are likely to happen:

The rule of four [generations] with respect to prestige usually holds 
true. It may happen that a ‘house’ is wiped out, collapses, and 
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disappears in fewer than four, or it may continue into the fifth and 
sixth generations, although in a state of decline and decay. The four 
generations can be defined as the builder, the one who has personal 
contact with the builder, the one who relies on tradition, and the 
destroyer.19

As we can deduce from this extract, Ibn Khaldūn’s theory of history, unlike 
that of Foucault, is more speculative than “periodizational.” Although all 
theories run the risk of not pinpointing particular referents, there remains 
for Ibn Khaldūn the matter of the structural logic of historical circum-
stances, of which the particularity of the event becomes the premise for a 
universal theory of history. In the end, he leaves behind a remarkable herit-
age that alludes from a distance to many of the modern and contemporary 
issues of intellectual history raised by prominent figures like Michel de Cer-
teau, Michel Foucault, and Hayden White.

Ibn Khaldūn, Colonialism, and the Politics of Interpretation
The second half of the twentieth century witnessed a revival of Ibn Khaldūn’s 
work of history, especially following Franz Rosenthal’s pathbreaking transla-
tion of his work into English, which I will address in more detail in what 
follows. Two intriguing volumes appeared in the early 1980s to commemo-
rate Ibn Khaldūn’s 650th anniversary and assess recent and current research 
on his work: Ahmed Abdesselem’s Ibn Khaldun et ses lecteurs: Essais et Con-
férences (1983) and Bruce B. Lawrence’s Ibn Khaldūn and Islamic Ideology 
(1984).20 They are both significant contributions within the realm of Ibn 
Khaldūn scholarship and deserve our attention.

In his book, Abdesselem points to Muhsin Mahdi’s Ibn Khaldūn’s Phi-
losophy of History as the most thorough and up-to-date engagement with the 
Aristotelian thesis in Ibn Khaldūn’s philosophy. Abdesselem’s essays overlook 
Aziz al-Azmeh’s Ibn Khaldūn in Modern Scholarship (1981), a valuable study 
that questions Mahdi’s as well as Pines’ tendency of attributing Ibn Khaldūn 
thought to Greek influences.21 To its merit, Abdesselem’s volume situates 
Ibn Khaldūn more contextually within the Islamic tradition of political phi-
losophy and traces his influence on nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
Arab scholars, especially the Tunisians Khayr al-Dīn and Ibn Abī al-Diyāf. 
Abdesselem contends that those scholars found in Ibn Khaldūn a theory 
of justice and balance that regards qawānīn al-Ṭabī‘a (natural laws) rather 
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than sharī‘a as the standard of government in a post-Muḥammad era. In this 
sense the Muqaddima was to many Arab and Turkish scholars an explana-
tory text of human progress despite religious conservatism.

As in the case of Abdesselem’s work, Lawrence’s volume also gives little 
attention to al-Azmeh’s major contribution, perhaps because of the lat-
ter’s critical approach to Orientalist scholarship on Ibn Khaldūn. Instead, 
Lawrence in fact argues the opposite: that “Ibn Khaldūn is a product of 
Orientalism,” i.e., that the image the world now has of Ibn Khaldūn is in 
essence a creation of European scholarship.22 This is a highly debatable argu-
ment, since valuable discussions of Ibn Khaldūn’s work had already been 
raised among his own contemporaries and disciples, not to speak of oft-
neglected Turkish scholarship starting from the seventeenth century as well 
as the various contributions of many Arab scholars until the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries when renewed interest in his work took a major leap.23

Lawrence’s examination of Ibn Khaldūn’s place in Muslim salafiyya schol-
arship of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries reveals interesting 
results. Lawrence hurriedly argues that traditionalist and reformist Muslims 
relied on their own political and ideological standpoints in examining Ibn 
Khaldūn. Lawrence cites Muḥammad ‘Abduh as an example of a writer 
who embraces Ibn Khaldūn because of his revolutionary and progressive 
thought. According to Lawrence, ‘Abduh was a modernist (thus implying 
that Ibn Khaldūn was also a modernist), whereas his more conservative 
student Rashīd Ridā did not think highly of Ibn Khaldūn because of the 
latter’s views on non-Islamic ‘asabiyya. Lawrence also believes that ‘Alī ‘Abd 
al-Rāziq, on the other hand, writes very positively of Ibn Khaldūn because 
‘Abd al-Rāziq’s provocative views on Islamic Caliphates found great support 
in Kitāb al-‘Ibar.24

To complicate Lawrence’s argument even further, the French-educated 
Egyptian thinker Ṭāhā Ḥusayn, contemporary of both Riḍā and ‘Abd 
al-Rāziq and an arch enemy of Islamic fundamentalism owing to his ‘Euro-
pean’ and ‘secular’ views, argues in his 1917 dissertation that Ibn Khaldūn 
was not original in his theory of history. Defining Ibn Khaldūn’s oeuvre 
as that of “encyclopedic writings,” Ḥusayn refers to works of fourteenth-
century Muslim encyclopedia writers like al-Nūwīrī, al-‘Umarī, and 
al-Qalqashandī to claim that “it is most likely that such encyclopedias were 
invaluable sources that supported and helped extend Ibn Khaldūn’s core 
thesis on history.”25
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In his own contribution to the volume, Lawrence asks the following 
‘rhetorical’ question: “[A]part from 19th-century European scholarship, 
would Ibn Khaldūn have become more than another footnote to Islamic 
historiography, inferior to such Muslim writers as al-Tabari and Abu Fazl 
and incomparable with seminal intellectual figures of the Western world, 
whether Hegel, Engels, Marx, Durkheim or Toynbee?”26 This position 
invites one to ask how ‘Western’ scholarship on Ibn Khaldūn is indeed 
innocent of ideology, when only one of the eight contributors to Lawrence’s 
volume, Franz Rosenthal, is an Ibn Khaldūn specialist.27 In fact, it was Franz 
Rosenthal who called for a contextual study of Ibn Khaldūn in “his own 
time,” emphasizing two major shortcomings in recent and current research 
on Ibn Khaldūn in the West, whether by Westerns or by Arabs educated in 
the West. First, most work on Ibn Khaldūn was written as doctoral disserta-
tions (S. Van Bergh, Ṭāhā Ḥusayn, G. Bouthoul, K. Ayad, E. Rosenthal, 
M. Mahdi, S. Bacieva, N. Nassar, M. Rabī‘, P.V. Sivers, Ali Oumlil, Aziz 
al-Azmeh). To Franz Rosenthal, this does not mean there is no serious schol-
arly effort exerted in these monographs, but he makes the argument that 
most of them are written by younger scholars whose theses are not well 
developed enough, thus lacking comprehensive knowledge of classical Islam 
and world history, two components essential for a thorough grasp of Ibn 
Khaldūn’s work.

A second problem Franz Rosenthal addresses is the “pioneer phenom-
ena.” Since the renewed emphasis on Ibn Khaldūn’s work in the nineteenth 
century, many scholars have come to consider him the founder of a certain 
branch of knowledge or a number of disciplines, including but not lim-
ited to sociology, anthropology, and intellectual history. According to Franz 
Rosenthal, this type of research does not usually do justice to Ibn Khaldūn, 
since scholars would limit their arguments by laying down the founding 
principles of a given science, trace it back to Ibn Khaldūn, and compare him 
with modern European thinkers (say Machiavelli, Durkheim, or Weber) 
who developed a given science until it reached its current mature status. 
In addition, there is the phenomenon of “schooling” Ibn Khaldūn, that is, 
relating him to Marxian, structuralist, or poststructuralist schools of thought 
because of their possible affinities with Ibn Khaldūn’s line of thought.

While there is some truth in Franz Rosenthal’s critique,28 one must 
admit that many doctoral dissertations on Ibn Khaldūn are undoubtedly 
groundbreaking, especially al-Azmeh’s rewarding thesis, which restituted 
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Ibn Khaldūn’s work to its original core as a transformative study of human 
history.29 In so doing, al-Azmeh debunked – though without much elabora-
tion – the illicit uses of “alien cultures” to which Ibn Khaldūn was subjected, 
starting from the colonial eclecticism of de Sacy, to the mālikite faqīh theory 
of H.A.R. Gibb,30 to the “inductive sociology” of Ernest Gellner31, and 
ending with the Greek crypto-rationalization of Muhsin Mahdi.32

Inadvertently or not, by counterposing what he describes as a reactionary 
and ideology-charged ‘Arab’ scholarship to a supposedly dispassionate, sci-
entifically based and thus universally ‘correct’ European one, Lawrence risks 
reducing intellectual history to stereotypical triteness. Moreover, his refer-
ence to early Arab-Muslim twentieth-century scholarship on Ibn Khaldūn 
as ideological and polemical ignores the fact that most ‘Western’ scholar-
ship (to follow his binary oppositional logic) was not immune to colonial 
ideology. Lawrence’s ‘European scholarship’ started two centuries ago when 
France occupied the Maghreb. Let us examine this ‘scholarship’ in its his-
torical context.

One of the earliest Europeans to work on Ibn Khaldūn was Silvstre de 
Sacy (1758–1838), the founder of French Orientalism, who published 
several parts of al-Muqaddima and argued in the first volume of his three-
volume work Chrestomathie Arabe (1806) that Ibn Khaldūn was perhaps 
the only Arab historian worthy of attention.33 De Sacy’s writings and work 
on North Africa flourished at the beginning of Western colonial interests 
in Africa when ‘scientific’ requirements of Oriental studies were just devel-
oping. Commenting on early nineteenth-century French Oriental studies, 
Rodinson remarks that “the school of French historians that flourished 
between 1820 and 1850 based its analysis on the internal dynamics oper-
ating between social groups in conflict. This view, however, garnered no 
interest among Orientalist scholars for whom the essential conflicts were 
between races and religions.”34 It was within this colonial context that de 
Sacy took interest in Ibn Khaldūn and introduced his work to European 
society. De Sacy’s work on Ibn Khaldūn, however, is also imbued with reli-
gious and racial bias where the Orient becomes the vulgar and uncultured 
other, thus marking the emergence of Orientalism as an organized discourse. 
In his famous critique of de Sacy, Said rightly describes his revisionist and 
“compilatory” work on the Orient as a reflection of “a Western authority 
deliberately taking from the Orient what its distance and eccentricity have 
hitherto kept hidden.”35
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When the French occupied Algiers in 1830, colonialist France did not 
consider West Africa worthy of study, except perhaps for military gain. As 
an expansionist colonial power, France cared a great deal about issues of land 
and property. The need to study rural Islam, property laws, the structure 
and demographics of the tribes and their power relations became increas-
ingly dire. So, just as Napoleon’s savants had produced the Description de 
l’Egypte, his counterparts in North Africa produced the Exploration scien-
tifique de l’Algérie (1844–67), edited by Pellisier de Reynaud and modeled 
on the Description. In this period, feuds among the Muslim natives and the 
“colons” escalated, and the higher military administration felt the need to 
gather accurate information in order to understand, control, and achieve 
cultural monopoly over the locals. This is the time when les Bureaux Arabes 
was created in 1844 under the leadership of General E. Duamas (1802–
71), who endeavored to support the French-Kabyle alliance against the 
Arab Muslims.36 This is also the time when de Sacy’s work on Ibn Khaldūn 
became useful. Officers in the Bureaux took cultural research and translation 
assignments. Among them was William Mac Guckin de Slane (1801–78), 
an ardent student of de Sacy. The French War Office first assigned de Slane 
the translation of Ibn Khaldūn’s autobiography and parts of Kitāb al-‘Ibar in 
order to help the French army understand the topography and cultural prac-
tices of Arab Muslims. It was in 1868 that de Slane was finally able to issue 
his three-volume translation of al-Muqaddima, which remained in vogue 
among many scholars for almost a hundred years until Franz Rosenthal’s 
English translation was published in 1958.

Postcolonial Battles over Ibn Khaldūn:  
Intellectual History and the Politics of Exclusion

The “Aristotelian thesis,” posited in a number of studies on Ibn Khaldūn 
since Franz Rosenthal’s famous translation of his Muqaddima (as the Pro-
legomena) in 1958, raises an interesting question about Western scholarship 
on Arab-Islamic cultural heritage. The question concerns the belated dis-
covery among Western scholars of Ibn Khaldūn’s oeuvre and its location 
in intellectual history. Does his theory of history stem exclusively from the 
Arab-Islamic tradition, or does he belong to a much wider and universal 
pool of intellectual history anchored in the Greek tradition, especially that 
of Aristotle’s? In other words, how original is Ibn Khaldūn’s work when 
compared to Western theories of history? All these questions center around 
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one basic idea: the place of the ‘other’ in historical thinking, or, to be more 
precise, the location of Islamic thought in European intellectual history. 
Over the last century, certain tendencies have developed in a number of 
Western European history books to exhibit a concern for tracing histo-
riography to a presumably pure and continuous European tradition that 
disregards influential non-Western figures. These works are important 
because in their very essentialism they serve to unmask a long tradition of 
European historical thinking that has formed Europe’s relationship with its 
non-European Islamic other.

Conflicting opinions on Ibn Khaldūn within this body of scholarship 
effectively highlight these tendencies, revealing a fatal intellectual con-
flict between two opposing poles: Islamdom and Christendom, Islam and 
European modernity (whose proponents do not necessarily have to be West-
erners), and philosophically, especially since Hegel, Islam and Greece: the 
one perceived as chaotic, rigid, and self-contradictory, the other transcen-
dental and capable of total self-understanding and self-criticism.

But this is not new. Academic research on Ibn Khaldūn has a very long 
history of critical tension both in the Arab world and abroad. Most scholars 
who have recently studied him seem to have pre-conceived ideas of what 
their critiques are set to prove or disprove. Almost all modern Arab intellec-
tuals, including but not limited to Lūwīs ‘Awad, Aziz al-Azmeh, Muḥammad 
Jābir al-Ansārī, Muḥammad ‘Ābid al-Jābrī, and Sa‘īd al-Ghānimī, argue that 
Ibn Khaldūn is the father of the ‘science’ of history, of sociology, and even of 
Marxism avant la lettre.37 In the Western world, however, Ibn Khaldūn’s case 
is far much more complex. Some scholars, notably A.J. Toynbee, Muhsin 
Mahdi, Yves Lacoste, and Edward Said, regard Ibn Khaldūn as a pioneer 
of social sciences. Toynbee, for instance, decribes Ibn Khaldūn’s work 
on history as “the greatest work of its kind that has ever been created by 
any mind in any time or place”38 and places him among avatars of histo-
riographical thinking like Herodotus, Thucydides, Polybius, Josephus, St. 
Augustine, Gibbon, and Turgot. He even argues that Ibn Khaldūn is the 
most modern of all, specifically because of his inclusion of sociology in his 
theories of history. Said, likewise, refers to Ibn Khaldūn as “the great four-
teenth-century Arab historiographer and philosopher,” whose perspective 
on social life cycles and the human discourse makes an excellent comparison 
to Michel Foucault’s theory of discourse analysis in L’Ordre du discours and 
L’Archeologie du savoir.39
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Other recent and contemporary Western scholars have been somewhat 
perplexed by Ibn Khaldūn’s work on history, mainly because he remained 
largely unknown to Europe until the nineteenth century. Other reasons for 
this bafflement range from linguistic barriers to geopolitical orientations in 
critical and historical thinking. Ibn Khaldūn’s work on history was redis-
covered in Egypt during the nineteenth century when the Muslim scholar 
Rifā‘a Rāfi‘ al-Ṭahṭāwī ordered the printing of Kitāb al-‘Ibar in seven vol-
umes in Būlāq in 1867. The Egyptian edition of the Muqadimma was first 
translated into French and published without an introduction by Firmin 
Didot Frères in Paris by Academie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres a year 
after the appearance of the Būlāq edition.40 In 1950, a selected translation of 
Ibn Khaldūn’s work by Charles Issawi appeared in England under the title of 
An Arab Philosophy of History: Selections from the Prolegomena of Ibn Khaldūn 
of Tunis. However, it was not until Franz Rosenthal’s three-volume transla-
tion of Ibn Khaldūn (1958) that historians in Europe and North America 
began to engage with Ibn Khaldūn’s work more seriously.

More generally, one could distinguish two major rival claims. A group of 
critics, mostly guided by Franz Rosenthal’s introduction to the translation, 
argue that Ibn Khaldūn’s precedence as a historical thinker is a result of the 
tripartite cultural tradition in which he grew up and lived, which consisted 
of ‘Asharite theology, Islamic jurisprudence, and, more importantly ,early 
Islamic philosophy’s engagement with Greek philosophy.41 The second 
group questions Franz Rosenthal’s assumptions and contends that the pre-
cepts of Ibn Khaldūn’s theory of history are radically different from the ones 
that characterize Greek and Western historians for various theological and 
philosophical reasons.

In his book Ibn Khaldūn in Modern Scholarship, Aziz al-Azmeh refers 
to this problem when he argues that the “decline of oriental societies” per-
ceived by the West led to the renewed interest in Ibn Khaldūn, and that such 
a theme of decline would have not taken place “had the fourteenth century 
not coincided with the beginning of the Renaissance and of Western expan-
sion, had not Europe started becoming, from the European standpoint, 
the territory where ‘hot’ history was being enacted.”42 Al-Azmeh further 
argues that Ibn Khaldūn’s work was appropriated by nineteenth and twen-
tieth century scholars “of the flag,” namely pro-colonial Orientalists who 
wanted to advance the argument that Ibn Khaldūn’s work was an exception 
to a predominantly dogmatic Arab-Islamic tradition.43 But to complicate 
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al-Azmeh’s argument further, even postcolonial studies of Ibn Khaldūn 
still insisted on the same position of Ibn Khaldūn’s exceptional status as an 
Arab-Muslim historian, leading one to wonder what exactly this academic 
insistence represents in the postcolonial.

Scholars like Edward Said, Samir Amin, and Albert Hourani were able 
to describe some of the major problems regarding the critical assessment of 
Arab-Islamic culture and tradition in the West, showing how they appear 
throughout various critiques. In Orientalism, Said critiques the effect on 
the image of the “self ” that was created by an “imaginary geography.” This 
“imaginary geography” is what constructs the so-called Orient as the histori-
cal and cultural other of Western identity. This virtual connection renders 
the West–East divide nothing but a symbolic space whose mapping lacks 
a specific geographical point from which it could function. Although Said 
does not further investigate the foundations of this space as an imaginary for-
mation, the spatial metaphor he dwells on makes it possible for the West to 
argue that “Islam is now the primary form in which the Third World presents 
itself to Europe, and that the North–South divide, in the European context, 
has been largely inscribed onto a pre-existing Christian–Muslim division.”44

How does this dynamic affect texts and their reception? To answer this 
question, let us return to our telling study of Ibn Khaldūn’s Muqaddima and 
the way that various scholars dealt with it. To begin with, note that in Franz 
Rosenthal’s translation, terms and insertions useful to modern and contem-
porary debates on intellectual history are sometimes translated misleadingly 
or left out altogether. Among these words are key concepts like ‘umrān, 
appearing in Franz Rosenthal’s translation of Ibn Khaldūn as ‘civilization,’ 
and fann (art), which is left out altogether. A year after its publication, 
Hayden White wrote a review of Franz Rosenthal’s translation in which he 
includes this interesting disclaimer:

The Editor of this quarterly, assuming no doubt that Professor 
Rosenthal’s translation would be reviewed by a number of Islamists 
as a monument of Islamic civilization, requested the present review 
from a non-Islamist who would approach it in terms of its place in 
philosophy of history. In advancing into a field in which the content 
of the work is alien to him, the reviewer has sought aid and counsel 
on a number of special problems which arose. He therefore wishes 
to thank Professors Willson H. Coates and R. James Kaufmann, of 
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the University of Rochester, and Professor Isaac Rabinowitz, of the 
Department of Classics, Cornell University, for aid given in analyzing 
and presenting this evaluation of Ibn Khaldūn’s work.45

Despite this clear disclaimer and White’s acknowledged lack of familiar-
ity with the Arab-Islamic tradition, he still argues against Ibn Khaldūn’s 
legacy as a world historian in the body of his review.46 This line of argument 
invites a dialectical reaction to Franz Rosenthal’s Prolegomena as the basis 
of young White’s remarks on Ibn Khaldūn’s legacy among world histori-
ans. This dialectical reading is manifest in White’s radical departure from 
Franz Rosenthal’s Aristotelian thesis after perceiving a characteristic in Ibn 
Khaldūn’s thought that he saw as divergent from that of Western historians: 
“[B]oth the Greek and Christian traditions retained a leaven of true human-
ism which forced the historian to the discovery and description of concrete, 
individual personalities as active, if not totally free, forces in the historical 
process. This feeling for the individual and the unique in history is lacking 
in Ibn Khaldūn.”47 White’s Ibn Khaldūn is simply not the great pioneering 
philosopher of history that some may think he is. White supports his claim 
by quoting Professor von Grunebaum, who, according to White, “hit the 
mark in noting: ‘the weakness of Arab historiography is its concentration on 
personalities and on military incidents and court cabals.’”48 Because of this 
fundamental “weakness,” White sees Ibn Khaldūn as a historian who “lacks 
true humanism,” a property that distinguishes only “both the Greek and 
Christian traditions.”

If White is correct and Ibn Khaldūn did not in fact attend to the ‘human-
ism’ and ‘freedom’ that characterize the unique position of the individual in 
history, then how is one to judge or define the criteria of true historiogra-
phy?49 What does one make of fields like sociology, intellectual history, and 
“history from above” that are also considered ‘de-individualized’ participants 
in the process of historiography? Would White likewise condemn/criticize 
‘Western’ writers from the Greek and Christian camps (such as Herodotus, 
Thucydides, Augustine, and Hegel), who wrote history “above” the individ-
ual and above the “unique in history”? The history of critical reflections on 
Islamic tradition in the West is rich in such examples that define historiogra-
phy according to pre-conceived norms. When it seems there is no better way 
to critique Islamic intellectual thought than by blaming it for dismissing 
“freedom” and “humanism,” this willful misunderstanding of Arabs and of 
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Islam is worthy of consideration. It appears that there is a constructed mech-
anism of historical thinking in some academic disciplines that has already 
collected its own data for intellectual history and cannot accept any more, 
especially if new material seems incompatible with established theories.

Take for example Ernst Breisach’s bulky work Historiography, Ancient, 
Medieval, Modern. An anthology of sorts, Breisach’s book does not include a 
single reference to non-European contributions to medieval historiography. 
Intellectual history in the West is a ‘science,’ but although sciences should 
always be open to and challenged by new discoveries, it appears that the 
‘science of history’ in the West is autoimmune, to invoke the Derridean 
complication of term, that is, it seeks to maintain and promote itself by 
marking its own turf and defending itself through biases and disciplinary 
restrictions, thus destroying itself in the very process of ‘‘self ’-defense. It is 
interesting how White’s later work would take a completely different stand 
in relationship to the discourse of history than the one outlined in his review 
of Franz Rosenthal’s work, as I elucidate in the next chapter. But for now, 
this tension manifest in White’s review of Franz Rosenthal’s translation 
serves to exemplify certain historian-producing disciplines keen on tracing 
historiography to a presumably pure and continuous tradition where there 
is no credible place for the non-West.

For other scholars who feel that Ibn Khaldūn must indeed be acknowl-
edged as a foremost figure in the tradition of intellectual history, Ibn 
Khaldūn is either quickly dismissed or redirected to fit the Greco- European 
pattern. An example of the first case is Wlad Godzich, who in his book The 
Culture of Literacy somehow concludes that Ibn Khaldūn is representative of 
Oriental historical discourse in general and jumps to the conclusion that his 
historical vision lacked causality. Godzich’s thesis is that Ibn Khaldūn lacks 
the complex notion of causality that he associates with Western historiog-
raphy, and that the same flaw is present in the entire tradition of Oriental 
historical thinking that Ibn Khaldūn ‘represents’:

The specificity of the Western mode of historical discourse lies in the 
fact that it is concerned with the dimension of becoming as mani-
fested in the past – that is, with the very movement of history, where 
the latter is conceived as a force or as a set of forces capable of effecting 
movement. Under such a conception, the paramount question is why, 
whereas in Ibn Khaldûn’s view, the question is how.50
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Here is another obvious example of exclusion, one in which Ibn Khaldūn’s 
theory of history lies outside what Godzich confidently defines as a mode 
of historicity specific to the West, where history is “movement,” and “a 
force,” as opposed to stasis and stagnation. It is not certain how Godzich 
was able to reach this conclusion or why he used Ibn Khaldūn in particular 
to propel his argument. The important thing is that Godzich’s criticism of 
Ibn Khaldūn’s lack of causality is entirely baseless since Ibn Khaldūn’s entire 
work is grounded in a theory of causality; as previously noted, all the latter 
really cared about was discerning a fundamental logic that governs histori-
cal “movements” and human cycles. Ibn Khaldūn’s model for the causes 
of decadence in Islamic dynasties not only belies Godzich’s analysis, but it 
also reveals the latter’s bias in subjecting historical thinking to an imaginary 
mappable identity he calls “the Western mode of historical discourse.”

The specificity of this subjection supports Samir Amin’s idea that Euro-
centrism is not a social theory integrating various elements into a global and 
coherent vision of history, but rather a prejudice that distorts social theories, 
one that masterfully foregrounds an idea while erasing another to satisfy the 
needs of intellectual supremacy.51 The effect of this view not only renders the 
present better than the past, but it also creates an illusion of regional superi-
ority when, forced by its own logic of continuity, it delves deep into its own 
past and attempts to draw for itself an imaginary narrative of developmental 
bias that separates West from East. This kind of linear bias towards his-
tory provokes critical responses by many poststructuralist intellectuals like 
Michel Foucault and Paul Veyne, thus laying the groundwork for a number 
of postcolonial theories, especially Said’s Orientalism.

More recently, Stephen Frederic Dale added yet another dimension to 
contemporary Western studies on Ibn Khaldūn. Dale’s essay investigates the 
structural tools that form Ibn Khaldūn’s theory of history in relationship to 
Aristotle’s theory of logic. In his essays, Dale describes Ibn Khaldūn as the 
“Last Greek and the First Annaliste,” and makes a point of showing how the 
Muqaddima allows for a keener insight into what he calls the Aristotelian 
mind of Ibn Khaldūn than would be revealed on a surface, non-historically 
involved reading of the text:

Despite the attention that scholars have lavished on Ibn Khaldūn’s 
Muqaddima, the historiographical significance of that remarkable 
work is still not well understood… . In certain aspects, the Muqaddima 



	 Postcolonial Battles over Ibn Khaldūn� 97

still belongs to an Islamic historical tradition, yet its dominant intel-
lectual lineage is the rationalist thought that stretches from the 
Peripatetic philosophers, and especially from Aristotle (384–322 bce) 
through such Greco-Islamic thinkers as al-Fārābi, Ibn Sīnā and Ibn 
Rushd onward to European philosophical historians and socialists of 
the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries … he can be characterized as the 
last Greek historian.52

Dale’s analysis makes one wonder how Ibn Khaldūn is Aristotelian since 
to Aristotle history is an inferior mode of inquiry. There is no question 
that a link between Islamic orthodoxy and Greek philosophy began as 
early as the first penetration of the Greek thought into the Arab-Islamic 
world through translation in the tenth century. But it is also arguable that 
intellectual tension reached a significant development with the publica-
tion of al-Ghazālī’s Tahāfut al-Falāsifa [The collapse of philosophers]53, the 
first book written from an Islamic perspective to refute Greek philosophy. 
While Dale’s argument is not new or original, it is difficult to ascribe Ibn 
Khaldūn’s ‘logic’ to one school of thought over the other. In Chapter 24 
of his Muqaddima, Ibn Khaldūn vehemently criticizes Aristotelian logic 
and dismisses it as “damaging” to Islam. This chapter is translated very 
clearly in Franz Rosenthal’s version and the title easily sums up its thesis: 
“The Errors of Philosophy and the Corruption of its Followers.” In this 
chapter, Ibn Khaldūn uses the Qur’ān to discredit human reason as it is 
embodied in Aristotle’s philosophy, especially when it comes to opposition 
with divine wisdom:

This chapter and what follows are important because the new sciences 
spread in our cities are damaging to religion. It is important that we 
address them and reveal their truth. It so happened that there is a 
rational group of the human kind that claimed that all existence is 
physical, and that whatever lies beyond, the causes and conditions 
of the meta-physical must be judged by rational criteria and mental 
standards. Those people are called falāsifa [philosophers], the plural of 
faylasūf [philosopher], which in the Greek tongue means “a lover of 
wisdom,” because they looked for that and dedicated all their work to 
prove their point. They even designed a law that helps reason distin-
guish between truth and falsity and called it al-mantiq [logic].54
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As can be deduced from this statement, Ibn Khaldūn has definitively taken 
the side of theology over reason. This does not mean that ‘theology’ is irra-
tional but that according to Ibn Khaldūn part of faith is to acknowledge the 
limits of human reason, especially in its attempt to comprehend the totality 
of life experience as well as the secrets of divinity. He argues against philoso-
phy and describes Aristotelian logic as flawed and conjectural at best. His 
further writings on prophecy and sophism complicate the claim to his use 
of Aristotelian logic. The Muqaddima states on more than one occasion that 
the bases of all material sciences are the Qur’ān, the Hadīth, and the Sunna. 
Ibn Khaldūn believes that “al-‘ulūm al-‘aqliyya” (intellectual sciences) are 
“Ṭabī‘iyya lil-insān” (natural to humankind) as a result of the human’s 
ability to think, and that those sciences are universal. He classifies them 
as the sciences of philosophy and wisdom (‘ulūm al-falsafa wa al-ḥikma). 
Ibn Khaldūn further lists the seven philosophical sciences as follows: logic, 
arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, music, physics, and metaphysics. While 
he acknowledges the value of these sciences, Ibn Khaldūn does not see them 
to be necessarily the product of Greek thinking.

Published three centuries after al-Tahāfut, Ibn Khaldūn’s Muqaddima 
takes al-Ghazālī’s side in his attack against the Peripatetics. While it is likely 
in an age of religious fanaticism that Ibn Khaldūn could have opted to take 
sides and decry Greek philosophy and Aristotelian logic while still being 
influenced by them, it is not critically compelling to assume that this was 
simply the case. In fact, Dale’s pronouncement appears to be effectively 
anti-Orientalist in its recognition of the enduring contact between Greek 
and Islamic thought in the medieval period. This is an incontrovertible fact 
the extent of which is perhaps not fully appreciated by modern intellectual 
historians and philosophers, especially Hegel, as I show in the next chap-
ter. However, what is at stake here is neither the assertion nor the denial 
of this contact, but what is implied in both. The awareness of Aristotle in 
Ibn Khaldūn, as I have shown, is a debatable topic, especially when there is 
not enough scholarship on whether or not Arabic texts were translated into 
Greek during this period and whether or not there was a general cross-ferti-
lization of ideas. In this particular example, Dale seems to have constructed 
his critical approach to Ibn Khaldūn rather innocently, without careful 
problematization of a highly contested issue at hand, taking Ibn Khaldūn’s 
‘synthesis’ of Greek reason at face value, which to Dale means one thing: 
influence. In framing Ibn Khaldūn in a theory of influence, Dale tries to 
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delineate a set of reasons for his argument. But what his argument may also 
imply is that without Aristotle, Ibn Khaldūn would have been incapable of 
logical thinking and therefore incapable of modernizing historical thought.

The main theoretical difficulty inherent in historicizing intellectual 
history is the delimitation of borderlines that circumscribe the so-called 
European field of historiography by setting it apart from the different and 
unfamiliar. This explains the nervousness that any tampering with the Euro-
pean borders of intellectual history is bound to provoke. It is easy to argue 
that some scholars simply do not have a grasp on the topic they are talk-
ing about. It is also understandable that the essence of intellectual history 
is hard to fathom, especially when the Arabic language is less commonly 
taught and/or practiced in Europe, not to speak of the kind of Arabic Ibn 
Khaldūn used in his text. However, as I have been arguing here, a close 
examination of European treatment of these Arab-Muslim texts evidences 
an unwillingness to understand the relevant texts in a way that would result 
in their acknowledged inclusion in (European) intellectual history. We 
should treat the aforementioned shortcomings, which are clearly perceptible 
in published writings on Arab-Muslim texts in the West – such as White’s 
review of Ibn Khaldūn – as symptoms of a deeper epistemic essentialism 
instead of dismissing them as isolated cases of biased intellectualization.

There is no doubt that research on Ibn Khaldūn has received a healthy 
push following Franz Rosenthal’s 1958 translation, which despite some ter-
minological issues remains a paramount achievement and a more reliable 
work than de Slane’s French translation with its references to Machiavelli 
and Montesquieu, among other European thinkers. But translation is not 
a substitute for the original, and serious scholarship should not be at the 
mercy of pre-interpreted versions of the text in question. Before Franz 
Rosenthal, many relied on de Slane’s translation, and not too many read-
ers of the French text took Ibn Khaldūn’s work seriously or understood his 
theories correctly. This does not mean that Ibn Khaldūn’s theory is immune 
to criticism. There are problematic aspects of Ibn Khaldūn’s theory of his-
tory that should not be overlooked, and many scholars from Ṭāhā Ḥusayn 
to Aziz al-Azmeh have pointed them out. But when it so happens that in the 
act of speaking of intellectual history one ends up speaking provincially and 
systematically of something other than intellectual history, then we must 
not disregard this something else. We must treat this intellectual ‘tension’ 
over Ibn Khaldūn as a sign of an existing and practiced pattern of thought, 
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one that is prompted by a specific urge to use its own doctrinal ‘history’ 
tools (either utter exclusion or conditional inclusion) in order to safeguard 
a discipline which constantly threatens to dissolve into myth. One tends to 
perceive those ‘essays’ as careful revisionisms of past Islamic thought to keep 
a certain idea of history sheltered from the rest of the world.

Again, the particular mistake in which we find this kind of scholar-
ship trapped – that of locating a Greek origin for “rational thinking” in 
everything, or of dismissing works upon accusations of their lacking that 
very origin – seems to dispel the thought from which it receives the very 
knowledge that allows it to pass judgment. In the case of Ibn Khaldūn, this 
contradiction reveals an unresolved tension in historical thought that could 
only occur in a state of crisis. I am not referring to the crisis of not know-
ing how to deal with a pioneering Arab-Islamic theory of history, for that 
is a different topic, but to the crisis of historical thinking in general, which 
reveals itself in studies that seek to re-establish contact with the self culture 
by looking for the origin of this “self ” in linguistically and culturally for-
eign texts. White’s and Dale’s essays, for instance, despite their contradictory 
theses, are both exposed by their attempts at exposing Ibn Khaldūn’s theory. 
This kind of thought is more revealing than the naive acceptance of its Euro-
centrism, which asserts the impossibility of naiveté in modern mainstream 
Western attitudes towards the Arab-Muslim world. What one scholar may 
dismiss as a naive and undocumented reading, which seeks to assess the 
work of a medieval Muslim historian unproblematically on the basis of its 
inevitable influence of Greek philosophy or in sharp contrast with European 
modes of thought, is in fact a symptom of a larger épistémè that still persists 
in European and North American historiographical thinking in general. 
Said gave us a theory of Orientalism and Samir Amin examined the roots 
of Eurocentrism, but what begs to be written now is a history of misunder-
standing, and in this history one of the rich chapters should not just be on 
Ibn Khaldūn but on the Arab-Islamic tradition from Muḥammad forward.

In examining Ibn Khaldūn in relation to these interpretive political 
projects, it becomes clear that the tenets of history on which we are so 
dependent are themselves cultural artifacts, built on institutional structures 
that erase certain kinds of knowledge, silence some, and valorize others. We 
are confronted with the obvious fact that every document of history – no 
matter how uninformed its author was of its language or society – is coated 
with the cultural grammar of the political moment.
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Admittedly, Eurocentrism has come under new sorts of scrutiny as the 
production of what constitutes scientific, ethnographic, and colonial knowl-
edge has been given more sustained consideration. But the fact remains 
that Western historiography in general has been tainted with elite efforts 
to produce or reproduce distinctions across lines of social and cultural 
interconnections between Islam and the West. There is no doubt that Ibn 
Khaldūn’s legacy was affected by these distinctions, which are not just a 
thing of the past, but remain living realities. The very idea of ‘Europe,’ much 
like the idea of ‘Islam,’ is inevitably shaped by sharp contrasts to its others. 
This idea will continue to live as long as the tension between the exclu-
sionary practices of pseudo-universalizing claims of intellectual history still 
dictate our critical choices.





3

how did Islam Make It 
into Hegel’s Philosophy 

of World History?

Is the location of Islam in Hegel’s philosophy indicative of any discursive 
tendencies in modern European views of Islam in world history? What does 
this placement tell us about the universality and atemporality of idealism 
(a view of reality as dependent on human perception) as a philosophical 
discourse? If Hegel’s concept of Islam is predicated on the ‘Orient’ – in the 
sense this notion was understood in nineteenth-century Europe – how valid 
is this Hegelian legacy if employed by modern and contemporary scholars 
in re-examining Islam after September 11?

While answering these questions will not restore to intellectual history 
what was lost on the battleground of Eurocentrism, it would still help pin-
point the domains of power in which a hegemonic culture was mapped and 
its history was imagined and constructed. My attempt in this chapter is not 
to label Hegelian thought with Eurocentrism but to interrogate the intel-
lectual premises that contributed to the emergence of the Eurocentric and 
Orientalist elements in his thought.1 Let me begin by asking a clarifying 
question: why Hegel? Before I attempt to answer this question, I would like 
to caution that a clarification is not the same thing as a justification and that 
embarking on ‘understanding’ Hegel does not mean proving or conceding 
that he is right. Whatever the assessment of Hegel’s philosophical position 
on Islam might be, there must always be room for second and third read-
ings and a window for doubt in order not to fall into the vicious trap of 
misunderstanding again. I say this because a major difficulty in grasping 
Hegel’s concept of history is that to him the real is not what is out there in 
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the phenomenological world. Geist (the mind or the spirit) is the only reality 
for Hegel. Everything that takes place in the physical world must be brought 
into relationship with the mind/spirit; even revolutions must happen in the 
mind first: “World history begins with its universal goal: the fulfillment of 
the concept of spirit. The goal is the inner, indeed innermost unconscious 
drive, and the entire business of world history is the work of bringing it into 
consciousness.”2 History for Hegel is therefore first and foremost a mental 
process, an evolvement of self-consciousness and perception as the mind 
opens itself through human history and civilization.

Hegel died in 1831, leaving behind him a corpus of idealist philoso-
phy that was to require centuries of unpacking and interpretations. Thanks 
to Hegel, an academic discipline of history rose to unparalleled heights in 
nineteenth-century Europe. Hegel left a tremendous impact on modern 
liberals, including Marx, who was a devout member of the Young Hegeli-
ans as a youth and deeply influenced by the new historical vein in Hegel’s 
philosophy. Later on, Hegel’s views on Islam as a religion that seeks “world 
dominion” while lacking particularity or nationalist inclinations would 
serve as a ground for Marx’s analysis of Islam.3 Hegel believed that the state 
is a “primordial institution of human life, like the family,” and that it was 
“closer to the divine order than anything else on earth and therefore has the 
power to demand compliance.”4 Hegel also revolutionized transcendental 
philosophy through a radical self-critique of epistemology. In opposition to 
Kant, Hegel was able to demonstrate the phenomenological self-reflection 
of knowledge as the necessary radicalization of the critique of reason.5 This 
radicalization resulted in a crucial moment in modern European thought 
when philosophy broke off the borders of its closed academic circles to 
become a commentary on the history of the world. In other words, theory 
and reality, transcendentalism and phenomenology, converged at this 
historic juncture. Or, to put it in Hegel’s language, the rational-freedom 
became real.

Thanks to Michel Foucault, we now take it for granted that there is a 
direct relationship between power and knowledge, but it is worth pausing 
to question the bases and sources of that knowledge – not just how incom-
plete, but also how cryptic and obscure it can be. Only with closer attention 
to the mechanics of production of the historical épistémè and the narratives 
associated with it do we begin to discern not only the anecdotes and fan-
tasies but also the politics that envelop the very source of such knowledge. 
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Hegel is not an exception to this rule and his use of terms like “absolutism” 
and the “Orient” has an intriguing historical context to it. This is what this 
chapter sets out to show.

The Roots of Hegel’s Absolutism
In his intriguing work Lineages of the Absolutist State, Perry Anderson helps 
us dissect this Foucauldian axiom with reference to Hegel, albeit indirectly, 
through undertaking a topic many historians would shy away from: iden-
tifying blind spots in historical Marxism and philosophical Marxism, while 
attempting to synthesize both in an unrivaled comprehensive attempt to re-
examine the European continent’s modern political history, East and West, 
through the lenses of absolutism. To do so, he undertakes a radical his-
torical contextualization of the spheres of knowledge in nineteenth-century 
Europe. What Anderson modestly refers to as “a comprehensive survey of 
the nature and development of the Absolutist State in Europe” turns out to 
be not just a survey, but an in-depth and thorough double-punch critique 
of Marxist empiricists who often neglect theory and Marxist philosophers 
who engage in the theoretical issues of historical materialism without paying 
much attention to the events of history.6

Anderson’s study of “history from above,” and of the “particular” and 
the “general” of Europe’s lineages of absolutism, sheds significant light on 
“the first international State system in the modern world”7 in a compre-
hensive way that help us understand and situate the discursive practices 
that informed Hegel’s philosophy of world history, although Hegel himself 
is not a major aspect of Anderson’s critique. According to Anderson, the 
issue that the serious historian must face is not only to detect forces and 
patterns of events at work in the formation of political thought, but also to 
resist chronological convenience and dominant customs of historiographic 
monism. Anderson thus writes his work against the grain of structured his-
toriography, with its “common departure and common conclusion, spanned 
by a single stretch of time.”8

The traditional view held by Marxism has been that history is a series of 
class struggles ultimately rooted in economic conflict, though these strug-
gles may take political forms. These economic conflicts take place between 
an exploiting class and an exploited class. Pointing attention to the infa-
mous ambiguity of Marx when it comes to the definition of ‘class’ and its 
retroactive applicability, Anderson contends that as much as “history from 
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below” is beneficial to both Marxist and non-Marxist historians, “secular 
struggle between classes is ultimately resolved at the political – not at the 
economic or cultural – level of society.”9 To examine this “political level,” 
he introduces a typology rather than a chronology of absolutism, one in 
which “periodization” is no longer the only criterion for historical judgment 
and should not obfuscate the similarities in the patterns and forces at work 
that produce the absolutist state in Europe. Spanish absolutism, for exam-
ple, ended in the late sixteenth century; England’s lasted till the end of the 
mid seventeenth, and France’s till the end of the eighteenth, while Prussia’s 
made it till the end of the nineteenth, and Russia’s was only overthrown 
in the twentieth century. Still, Anderson maintains, such absolutisms share 
a common ground: recurrent absolutism. Anderson’s point is that despite 
the temporal spacing of absolutism, there are essential thematic factors to 
be considered before we submit ourselves to truncated theories of history 
that reduce it to class struggle. In the case of Europe, and for the benefit of 
our approach to Hegel, these factors include the accumulation of capital, 
religious movements and reformations, formation of nations, the advent of 
industrialization, and the expansion of overseas imperialism.

For our purpose, it is most relevant to focus on the following questions 
that Anderson’s study implicitly raises: why did Europe generate “monar-
chy,” to use Montesquieu’s terms, whereas the Orient, or the Asiatic, is only 
capable of producing “despotism”? What is so specific and unique to Euro-
pean forms of political domination? Why does Europe tend to dismiss its 
Eastern part when it writes its history? Was a warped line of Eurocentrism 
drawn in the public texts of the Enlightenment? If so, how did this attempt 
at demarcation influence the field of European intellectual history?

While it is easy to see why an ‘advanced’ Western Europe would want to 
sever itself from the continent’s ‘backward’ regions, Anderson confronts us 
with the lamentable fact that historical research on Europe focused either on 
single countries or limited periods, and that historiography was conducted 
mainly within national bounds. For Anderson, as long as we are unwilling to 
interpret Western Europe’s political thought in a comparative relationship 
to Eastern Europe and the Ottoman Empire, historical research, Marxist or 
not, will remain confined to limited national frames.

Anderson’s contextual critique of absolutism is crucial for understanding 
how Hegel built his philosophy of world history and how he treated the non-
European in his dialectical thinking, but more importantly how ‘Europe’ 



	 Islam in Hegel’s Philosophy of World History� 107

constructed its history in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As Ander-
son cleverly juxtaposes the genealogy of Europe’s classical engagement with 
Greece and especially with its ‘feudal’ system and systematic segregation from 
the House of Islam, he puts into question the very foundations and formative 
premises of Europe’s nineteenth-century sociopolitical and cultural heritage, 
making one wonder whether Western Europe’s early nineteenth-century 
patronage of Greek nationalists against the Ottomans was an untimely sign 
of Orientalist animosity towards an Islamic state that happened to be in 
Europe. Anderson’s line of argument seems to lead to this conclusion.

For example, he confronts the question of how it came about that “the 
Ottoman State, occupant of South-Eastern Europe for five hundred years, 
camped in the continent without ever becoming naturalized into its social 
or political system.”10 The Ottoman Empire, continues Anderson, “always 
remained largely a stranger to European culture, as an Islamic intrusion into 
Christendom, and has posed intractable problems of presentation to unitary 
histories of the continent to this day.”11According to Anderson, the inves-
tigation into Western Europe’s absolutism could benefit from comparisons 
with Eastern Europe, one in which the formation of Ottoman rule certainly 
stands out as a key example with which to contrast European absolutism for 
multiple reasons: the physical presence of Islam in Europe, the long history 
of military conflict between Islam and Christendom, and the self-under-
standing of Europe in relation to the “Orient.” As I will explain below, the 
significance of understanding Europe’s perception of itself in relationship 
to Turkey is particularly important for the positioning of Islam within the 
matrix of its intellectual history.

In Anderson’s view, it was Machiavelli in early sixteenth-century Italy 
who, in two central passages of The Prince (published 1532), was “the first 
theorist to use the Ottoman State as the antithesis of a European monarchy” 
by explicitly condemning the Porte’s autocratic bureaucracy.12 A few decades 
later, Machiavelli was followed by Jean Bodin who, in his Six livres de la 
République (1576) describes the King of the Turks as the “Grand Seignior,” 
a term used to describe despotism avant la lettre, due to his dictatorship and 
autocratic ownership of property.

Another important blow dealt to the Ottomans was in early seventeenth-
century England at the hands of Francis Bacon (1561–1626). In The Essays 
or Counsels Civil and Moral (1632), Bacon distinguishes Europe from Turkey 
by emphasizing the latter’s social absence of “hereditary aristocracy” that 
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characterized European rule: “a monarchy where there is no nobility at all, 
is ever a pure and absolute tyranny, as that of the Turks.”13 The legacy of this 
distinction, argues Anderson, continued in figures like James Harrington 
and François Bernier who criticized Ottoman economy. In fact, it was in 
the Commonwealth of Oceana (1656) that Harrington further widened the 
gulf of distinction by arguing that unlike Europe, the economic founda-
tions of the Ottoman Empire were based on matters of land monopoly.14 
Bernier’s Travels in the Mogul Empire (1671), the work that is known to 
have invented racial classifications as such,15 cemented Harrington’s views 
and added a scathing eye-witness travelogue of the Islamic empire as “bar-
baric” and “uncivilized,” where cronyism, favoritism, and land monopoly 
roamed unchecked. Bernier’s account was the first to dwell on a relation-
ship between biology and mental development and to leave a palpable mark 
on eighteenth-century European historiography and influence such major 
thinkers like the Baron de Montesquieu (1689–1755).

Despite Montesquieu’s famous opposition to slavery and colonial 
expansion,16 he still saw a sharp distinction between Europe and Islam as 
embodied in the Ottoman Empire: “There is no despotism so injurious as 
that whose prince declares himself propertier of all landed estates and heir 
of all subjects: the consequence is always the abandonment of cultivation, 
and if the ruler interferes in trade, the ruin of every industry.”17 In addition, 
Montesquieu went on to bestow a sense of geographical conditioning and 
atmospheric doom, fashionable at the time, on all Asians and Orientals.18 
Montesquieu’s reputation as an ‘enlightened’ thinker was in every way con-
ducive to making his De l’esprit de lois (1758) Europe’s first geopolitical 
gospel of Orientalism. Although it was the despotic practices and corrupt 
reputation of the Ottoman Sultan, the “Grand Seignior,” that triggered 
Europe’s antagonism, this particularity did not prevent Muslim subjects 
and Islam in general from becoming the public target of Western enmity. 
With political despotism, economic corruption, and geographical fatal-
ism now the fortifying walls separating Europe from Islam, Europe left the 
Orient with only a few branches of knowledge to claim as their own. Soon 
intellectual history would decide the battle, as Hegel, the inheritor of the 
Enlightenment and of Montesquieu’s binarisms, would use history to widen 
the gap of disparity between Europe and the rest of the world. Now, if this 
indeed was the épistémè that granted Islam entrance into Hegel’s philosophy 
of world history, and if one were to speak about the ideals of this history 
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and grant oneself axiomatically the position of thinking and deciding those 
ideals, how are we to judge the validity of such ideals, especially when they 
were formed and informed by concepts of racial and economic supremacy?

Situating Islam in Hegelian Thought
The German intellectual Theodor Adorno once said of Hegel that his “genius 
relies in his mediatory philosophy and in his attempt to define the spirit that 
prevails over mankind but also prevails in them.”19 The literary critic Paul 
de Man also confirms the existence of unconscious Hegelianism in all of us:

Whether we know it or not, or like it, or not, most of us are Hegelians 
and quite orthodox ones at that. We are Hegelian when we reflect on 
literary history in terms of an articulation between a Hellenic and a 
Christian era, or between the Hebraic and the Hellenic world. We 
are Hegelian when we try to systematize the relationships between 
the various art forms or genre according to different modes of repre-
sentation. Or when we try to conceive of historical periodization as a 
development of a collective or individual consciousness.20

To both Adorno and de Man, then, Hegelian thought is an all-inclusive philo-
sophical space in which currents of thought have been collected and preserved. 
Contemporary interpretations of Hegel’s philosophy have also assumed this 
position of comprehensive totalization. Take for instance Adorno’s provoca-
tive reading of Hegel’s philosophy of history as consciously paradoxical:

It is characteristic of Hegel’s thinking that he really wants to have it 
all ways: that he really wants to include everything, even things that 
simply cannot be reconciled. By this, I mean that he adopts the stand-
point of the universal. He tends always to claim, ideologically and in a 
conformist spirit, that the universal is in the right. But equally, almost 
as an afterthought, he would also like to be credited with wanting fair 
play for the individual. Incidentally, this comment applies with equal 
force to the entire Hegelian macro-structure since the whole point of 
his philosophy is that it not only teaches absolute identity, but also 
believes that non-identity – in other words, the very thing that cannot 
be included in identity – should somehow be incorporated into the 
concept of identity in the course of its elaboration.21
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In this passage Adorno touches upon the core of Hegelian thinking, namely 
its antithetical inclusion or dialectical dynamism. According to this for-
mula, Hegel has already accounted for everything, and even the opposite 
of his thought is a necessary component of the thought process. In other 
words, there is no outside Hegel.22 And it is specifically in this context that 
we must examine his philosophy. On the one hand, there is the claim of uni-
versalism, the idea that Hegel’s philosophy transcends time and space and is 
therefore a valid source of a better understanding of everything, including 
religion. On the other hand, there is a phenomenological world with Haiti 
on the far horizon and the Ottoman Empire next door, shelled in its own 
political, economic and cultural “absolutism,” to insist on Perry Anderson’s 
term. This phenomenality of the “non-European Other” poses the following 
inevitable question to transcendental philosophy: was Hegel’s presentation 
of Islam done in a manner typical of the compartmentalizing thought of 
nineteenth-century Europe?

While there may not be a straightforward answer to this question that will 
satisfy both the abstract Hegelian and the deterministic Marxian,23 one thing 
is clear: Islam is manifest in Hegel’s concept of religion not as a religion, but 
as a constituted “absolutism” serving the One. The way in which Islam is 
explained in Hegel’s philosophy is not explored in a contextual or documen-
tary fashion. Instead, it takes place within an already constituted framework 
of Hellenistic Christianity in which already thought-of human beings behave 
in different manners towards an already-designed sphere of knowledge. In 
this particular sphere, Islam functions as a form of “fanaticism” to Hegel. We 
may say that this reductive view of Islam is roughly analogous to so-called 
subjective economics of thought, or to be more precise, a utility theory24 that 
seeks unity through marginalization of its Others, one in which an under-
standing of an alien religion from the perspective of an already constituted 
idealist society is reached without properly inquiring into the way in which 
this understanding has been constructed in the first place. At the very least, 
Hegel’s analysis of Islam is lacking in philosophical reflection, making Hegel 
appear to a seasoned and educated reader as a stereotypical representative of 
his own age: a European man concerned with the way in which an existing 
mind relates to already-established facts. However, Hegel is not to be excused 
from ignoring the purely subjective nature of history.

To his credit, Hegel knew more about the history of world religion than 
most of his contemporaries, but it is not certain to what extent he was 
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indeed versatile in the available literature. Islam and the Arab world rep-
resent a palpable gap. Reference to Islam is made only in passing in Parts 
II and III of Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion as an existing adversary 
to Christianity. There are also sporadic and almost repetitive allusions to 
Islam in other lectures, such as Philosophy of World History, Philosophy of 
Art, and History of Philosophy. In all of those scattered references, Hegel 
paid more attention to a dominant or received impression of Islam without 
attending to its original texts, subsequent developments, or contemporary 
living expressions, and without careful documentation of his sources, quot-
ing from memory sometimes:

Religions have purpose – universal as necessity itself, but at the same 
time empirical, external, and political in character. Islamic religion, 
we are told, also has a world dominion as its purpose, but of a spiritual 
rather than a political character.25

This “world dominion” in Islam, we soon find out, is motivated by what 
Hegel sometimes refers to as “nationality,” and sometimes the “particular-
ity of religion,” but the word he often repeats is “fanaticism,” a trait that he 
believes to be also found in Judaism, albeit conditionally, as I will explain 
soon. The following quote is an example of what Hegel believes to be a fun-
damental difference between Islam and Christianity:

In Islam it is only being a believer that matters. This is not obstinacy 
but fanaticism, because although nationality (natural associations), 
family connections, homeland, etc. remain (limited connections, 
stable relationships are permitted), the service of the One basically 
involves the un-limitedness and instability of all subsistence. God’s 
acceptance has occurred once and for all, and what replaces recon-
ciliation or redemption is something that had implicitly happened, 
a choice, an election by grace involving no freedom. We have here a 
view grounded on power, a blind election, not an election made from 
the point of freedom.26

Two words stand out in this extract: fanaticism and freedom. Let me first 
define fanaticism, since Hegel has a special use for this term that is not 
equivalent to the dominant use of the word today. Hegel defines fanaticism 
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as “passion for an abstraction, for an abstract thought, which relates as negat-
ing force to the existing object/thought.”27 Fanaticism, in other words, is an 
obligation to bring other people to the form of worship or religion. Fanatic 
in Hegel means practical, passionate, particular, zealous, proselytizing. In 
fact, the opposite of fanaticism is inaction or lethargy. So when Hegel says 
that “fanaticism” is the goal of Islam, he means that the single purpose of 
this religion is raised to a universal purpose, and only in its obligation to 
spread and propagate itself does it become fanatical. But then he also argues 
that fanaticism is found among the Jews and appears only when their pos-
sessions or religion comes under attack, though without the proselytizing 
impulse that defines Islam:

Jewish particularity, however, is not polemical because there is no obli-
gation to convert other people to the God of Israel. While others are 
called upon to glorify the Lord, this is not a goal, as in Islam, which 
is pursued with fanaticism. Judaism has become fanatical only when 
attacked, only when its existence has been threatened.28

This assertion is a perfect example of Hegel’s non-historical and unstudied 
assessment of both Islam and Judaism, for two reasons. First, there is a clear 
difference between obligation and encouragement, and when it comes to the 
latter, no one single religion can be ruled out as non-missionizing. Secondly, 
it is stated non-equivocally in the Qur’ān that “there is no obligation in reli-
gion.”29 While this declarative statement does not stop fanatics from trying 
to convert others to their religion, the same is true of Judaism. Some Jewish 
factions did encourage proselytizing well into the second and third centuries 
if not later, but the dominance of Christianity in the Roman world made 
such efforts increasingly difficult. While we have less information about 
active missionizing to pre-Islamic polytheists outside of the Pax Romana, the 
near universalism of Islam within a generation after Muḥammad had a simi-
lar stultifying effect on Judaism as did the Roman adoption of Christianity. 
Thus, it seems, Jews abandoned missionizing largely because the other, more 
politically dominant, monotheistic (Abrahamic) religions would simply not 
allow it.30 Hegel makes no reference to Christianity, the missing third in the 
Abrahamic chain, in relationship to fanaticism. On the contrary, Hegel’s 
Christianity is a religion of freedom, whereas Judaism and Islam are religions 
of commandments as such, where service is not rational for its own sake:
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In any religion, such as Judaism or Islam, where God is compre-
hended only under the abstract category of the One, this human lack 
of freedom is the real basis, and humanity’s relationship to God takes 
the form of a heavy yoke of onerous service. True liberation is to be 
found in Christianity, in the Trinity.31

As for the second term, freedom, Hegel bases his theory of world history on 
this concept. To Hegel, history itself is a development towards absolute free-
dom: “It is this final goal – freedom – toward which all the world’s history 
has been working. It is this goal to which all the sacrifices have been brought 
upon the broad altar of the earth in the long flow of time.”32 Let us consider 
this more carefully. Freedom is based on – in fact constituted by – human 
reason. Hegel’s “goal,” then, means that freedom comes only after history, 
that history is the development of human freedom, and that human free-
dom is man’s consciousness of this freedom. This is how Hegel accounts for 
the master–slave aufhebung (dialectic): in order for freedom to be achieved, 
it must pass through the secular world of bondage and unfreedom. In other 
words, freedom is not really freedom, but rather the consciousness of it. This 
consciousness is what brings totality to life.

So far, so good. But if this understanding of freedom as conscious ‘under-
standing’ can be told with bias and dematerialization, then Hegel’s project 
of universal freedom poses many questions. Why, one might curiously ask, 
does Christianity have freedom while Judaism and Islam do not? How do 
we understand and where do we locate this freedom if it only exists in rela-
tionship and as a relationship to the real? Part of understanding this freedom 
in Christianity and part of Hegel’s entire philosophical project, especially in 
the History of Religion, is to prove the existence of freedom in Christianity 
and Greek religion through its lack in all other world religions. In other 
words, freedom is defined negatively, which could also mean, to use Hegel’s 
logic against itself, that freedom is not really ‘free.’

Here I would like to emphasize a crucial point in Hegel’s dialectical 
thought. Hegel bases his whole logic on the hypothesis that everything 
which exists can only be itself in relation, and – ultimately – as the relation 
to its Other. Thus Hegel’s definition of freedom can also be counterintui-
tive. If Christianity can be defined by its difference from Islam, how then is 
Christianity “freedom” when the basic premise of its freedom can only be 
understood through its difference from other religions? Hegel has a good 
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explanation for this. As previously argued, history to Hegel is a dialecti-
cal movement in the direction of freedom. This notion somehow allows 
him to single out Greek and Christian religions as locales for this freedom. 
Comparing Christianity and Greece to several Oriental religions, primarily 
Chinese and Indian, Hegel writes:

In the Eastern religions the first condition is that only the one sub-
stance shall, as such, be true, and that the individual neither can attain 
to any value in as far as he attains himself as against the being in and 
for itself. In the Greek and Christian religion [sic], on the other hand, 
the subject knows himself to be free and must be maintained as such; 
and because the individual this way makes himself independent, it is 
undoubtedly much more different for Thought to free itself from this 
individuality and to constitute itself in the independence.33

This theory of freedom as a status, one in which history will reach an end, is 
highly vulnerable. How Hegel was able to equate Greece with Christianity 
and to connect both to freedom is a complex and convoluted process that 
took many twists and turns. However, I do not wish to dwell on Hegel’s 
Hellenization of Christianity. Instead, my specific concern is for the validity 
of Hegel’s definition of freedom. The most vexed question is how we come 
to experience this freedom not just as a physical state of “being free,” but 
also on the level of the mind. Freedom is a receding telos and not an end in 
itself, part of a coveted form of life that might not exist for us in the manner 
Hegel conceives of it. Freedom, if we can grasp it, is only there in very lim-
ited activities and for a very brief time. “Regardless of what happens,” argues 
Jean-Luc Nancy, “it will be a question of bringing an experience of ‘freedom’ 
to light as a theme and putting it at stake as a praxis of thought.”34 In other 
words, freedom must result from a confrontation with a phenomenologi-
cal given, or as Nancy puts it, “the testing of something real,” the object of 
thinking and not thinking in itself, whose seizure “will always be illegiti-
mate.”35 There is something dangerous and risky about freedom, and that is 
why we can easily fall into a guilt trap when we have too much ‘freedom.’ 
Even that which in our societies we call enjoyment – sport, fun, recreation, 
vacation, time-off, unwinding – all such terms have become labels of our 
consumer culture. Above all, freedom is a subjective experience, one that is 
reduced to the possibility of staying alive.36
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The questions we must ask are whether a philosophy of world history 
is possible without impossible totalization; whether a definition of an 
essentially subjective experience like freedom is possible without Hegel’s 
Euronormativism that could only see one continuous line between Chris-
tian Europe and Ancient Greece; and whether we can construct pacifying 
gestalts of thought to arrive at the objectivity of the spirit without commit-
ting a grave sin against reason by finding meaning where it is quite possible 
that none exists. This disposition towards Euronormativism, however, is not 
the most striking in Hegel’s work. Rather, it is the brutal calculation with 
which he dismisses all things Arab or Islamic, or “Oriental,” for that reason. 
Take, for example, his view on Arab philosophy:

The Arabians, moreover, made a point for the most part of studying 
the writings of Aristotle very diligently, and of availing themselves 
more especially both of his metaphysical and logical writings, and also 
of his Physics; they occupied themselves particularly with multiplying 
commentaries on Aristotle, and developing still further the abstract 
logical element there present. Many of these commentaries are still 
extant. Works of this kind are known in the West, and have been even 
translated into Latin and printed; but much good is not to be got 
from them.37

This evident contempt for the so-called “Arabian” work on Aristotle in 
which Hegel obviously confuses Arabs with Persians, reveals two facts. 
First, the denigration of Islamic culture as superfluous and useless in its 
translations and interpretation of Aristotle; and secondly, the claiming of 
Aristotle’s philosophical heritage as a sole Western intellectual property. Two 
other important nineteenth-century factors in understanding the deeper 
implications of the dismissal of Islam in relationship to the Greek tradition 
in Hegel’s philosophy are xenophobia and monopoly of tradition.

A further, equally important component that we can detect in Hegel 
concerns the geopolitics that Perry Anderson’s Montesquieu established and 
Europe uncritically adopted. The irony is that Eurocentrism and Euronor-
mativism are themselves specifically geopolitical constructs and calculated 
moves designed to insert the newly established idea of Europe (although 
such geopolitical categorization is neither adequate nor precise in capturing 
the constitutional complexity of European politics). Yet this philosophically 
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supported geopolitics took place in a cultural context completely different 
from the one that surrounded the events of September 11. The primary rele-
vance here is not the scholastic environment of nineteenth-century German 
philosophy or European epistemology in general (a topic frequently dis-
cussed by Edward Said and others) but the vicissitudes of European 
supremacy at the moment of the colonial turn in epistemology.38

Hegel and September 11
Why then is a study of Hegel’s theory on Islam important now? In order to 
answer this question, let us examine the ramifications of Hegel’s philosophy 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Albert Hourani reminds us that 
“most of the historians and historical thinkers of the nineteenth century were 
children of Hegel,” and that “the general concepts which he represented could 
be developed in many different ways, with differing emphases.”39 This is why 
Hegel matters to an understanding of Islam in modern European thought. 
But what gets elided in this understanding, as usual, is context. Yet precisely 
in this context the Germanic – or in this case, the Prussian – nation, in which 
Hegel lived and practiced his philosophy of world history, was able to envi-
sion for itself an inverted telos, a future in the past, and to find its spirit, so to 
speak, in the older imperial theme of the Holy Roman Empire, and thus its 
own identification with ancient Rome. This religio-philosophical bond with 
older empires and Greek philosophy – we have seen how Islam was removed 
from the frame – also played out in the German classical engagement with 
Greece and especially with the movement of Greek independence.

Let us consider a variation on this theme in a recent study of Hegel and 
Islam. Weighing in on Hegel’s philosophy of history, Jean-Joseph Goux’s 
“Untimely Islam: September 11th and the Philosophies of History” sets out 
to explain the historical differences and the different historicities (views of 
history as progressive, regressive, teleological, circular, or finite) that dis-
tinguish Judaism and Christianity from Islam. A specialist in postmodern 
French philosophy, aesthetic theories, and socio-symbolic interpretation, 
Goux analyzes the “untimeliness” of Islam in the philosophies of history in 
this essay. Since my critique of Hegel is not from the inside, that is, not an 
expository or a “continuist approach” like Goux’s, I will address the unex-
amined context in Goux’s analysis of Hegel in the following paragraphs.40

Like many scholars attempting to understand the happenings of Septem-
ber 11, Goux undertakes an in-depth critical revision of Islam’s position in 
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history, a position informed (he argues) by Christianity’s entrance into its 
third millennium:

It is important, I think, to take a step back from an event whose 
media impact, obsessive visual presence in our memories, and short-
term political effects run the risk of depriving us of an interpretative 
framework. It seems to me that what is required to overcome 9/11’s 
obnubilating and obfuscating effect (which is part of terrorism) is 
the theoretical and speculative distance offered by the philosophies of 
History.41

Goux's argument is resourceful, but as he goes on it seems to be an exercise 
in Hegelian dialecticism. Drawing on a strong concatenation of European 
thought on Islam (Turgot, Condorcet, Hegel) and taking the terrorist 
attacks of September 11 as a springboard for his critical assessment, Goux 
compares Islam to the West in order to expose “the many violent conflicts 
that occur all along the ‘fault lines’ between Islam and the West,” which as 
he emphasizes, “are not merely the expression of another type of historic-
ity that is destined to remain foreign to us,” but are also symptoms of “a 
profound disruption in the traditional and secular relationship to historicity 
within Islam itself.”42 Such “profound disruption” derives, as Goux contin-
ues, from the awkwardness with which Western philosophies of history have 
treated Islam. Hence the need for Hegel:

Thinking the Arab-Muslim world in the context of a philosophy of 
History, assigning it a determinant place in the successive stages of 
a universal evolution conceived as gradual or progressive, proved to 
be awkward for thinkers such as Turgot or Condorcet, who, since 
the Enlightenment, have endeavored to conceive the movement of 
human societies as a whole. The thinker who confronted this diffi-
culty most lucidly was Hegel. And it was only by a seemingly arbitrary 
chronological contortion – both highly significant and rich in conse-
quences – that Hegel was able to tackle this problem.43

I agree with Goux here. There is no gainsaying that Hegel found a place 
for Islam within universal history in a way that his predecessors did not or 
could not. But in order to understand how Hegel “tackle[d] this problem,” 
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it is crucial to explore the fields of force that made Hegel’s location of Islam 
necessary at that particular time in European history.

To Goux, Hegel offers a four-part theory of universal history which posi-
tions world ideas in light of Geist (mind, spirit) according to the logic of 
internal necessity. In this classification, the “Islam world” falls under Hegel’s 
fourth category. Together with the “Germanic World,” Islam belongs to the 
last stage of Geist. The first category/stage, the “Oriental Empire,” includes 
China, Egypt, and Persia; then comes the “Greek World” of ethical freedom, 
which represents the adolescence of humanity. The third category includes 
the “Roman World” and “Christianity,” both representing a principle of 
abstract universality:

As the highest intuition of the One, Islam thus occupies a rather high 
position in Hegelian History; it belongs to the fourth and final stage 
of Spirit in the tableau of Universal History. It therefore has nothing 
to do with the Orient (in the Hegelian sense), which represents the 
childhood or dawn of History. Islam belongs to the Western Spirit, to 
the age in which this Spirit arrives at or returns to unity. Yet, this is 
not its ultimate position, for as we mentioned above, this fourth stage 
includes a bifurcation, a divergence that unfavorably distinguishes 
Islam from a Christianity having reached the fully-realized version of 
itself: Protestantism.44

This argument may well be convincing, but it should not be seen as clinching 
the question of historical differential in the “Christianity–Europe” Hegelian 
dialectic. In addressing the “bifurcation” in Hegel’s fourth stage of human 
history, Goux explains Islam’s devotion to ‘Oneness’ with its relinquishment 
of, or indifference to, the secular world. This Hegelian ‘indifference’ is what 
distinguishes Islam from Christianity. Christianity, Goux argues, interpret-
ing Hegel, is unique in the sense that its consciousness and subjectivity 
create a different, more positive relationship to the secular world, one that is 
interested in lifting it up from its primitivism and barbarism:

Whence this divergence? Islam remains within the abstraction of spir-
ituality. One must fear and honor God, the One, and adhere to this 
abstraction. God is an absolute in the face of whom man has no other 
end, no particularity, nothing individual. This entails an indifferent 
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attitude toward the secular world, which is left to its primitivism and 
its barbarism, and which remains foreign to Spirit and does not reach 
the consciousness of rational organization… . This is where the diver-
gence with Christianity appears. In Christianity, the consciousness 
and will of Subjectivity as the divine personality appear in the world 
as an individual subject. This consciousness then develops itself until 
it reigns as true Spirit. Thus in Christianity the spiritual goal can be 
realized in the secular world.45

In Goux’s analysis, Christianity is a vivid representation of God on earth, 
although divinity in Hegel is a much more complex category than Goux 
implies in his essay. According to Goux, it is this representation of human 
divinity, so to speak – both in its power and vulnerability – that Islam 
lacks and that makes Christianity realizable in the secular world. Using 
this postulate, Goux goes on to explain what could have otherwise been 
“a violent offense to chronology, a kind of outrageous anomaly” in Hegel’s 
philosophy of history. Goux argues that Hegel deliberately puts Islam on 
a deceptively elevated stage, only to reveal the religion’s disinterestedness 
in the secular world. But this argument forgets that Hegel’s reference to 
Islam is epistemologically ill-informed and overlooks the fact that Hegel is 
a phenomenological dialectical thinker when he approaches the seemingly 
abstract notion of Islam.

Goux’s approach to Islam invites some interesting questions. Why should 
one believe that there could have been a distortion and anomaly in Hegel’s 
categorization of Islam? Why would Islam’s commitment to an abstract 
de-incarnated “Oneness,” its “centeredness” around “the abstraction of spir-
ituality,” and its “fear of God” be interpreted as an “indifferent attitude 
towards the secular world”? What does the ‘secular world’ mean to Hegel? 
Moreover, if “indifference” to the ‘secular world’ does indeed exist in Islam, 
what does this “indifference” imply and how is it different from the Judeo-
Christian perception of the material world? Goux argues that Christianity, 
or Hegel’s understanding of Christianity, breaks away from Islam precisely 
because of the former’s attention to worldliness.

In Hegel, Islam’s opposition to “barbarism,” though a late-comer among 
monotheistic religions, still “develops more quickly than Christianity – 
which needed all of eight centuries before it grew into a worldly form.”46 
Likewise, “the principle of the Germanic world became a concrete reality 
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only through the Germanic nations.”47 This means that Islam is not on a 
different plane from the Germanic world, as Goux claims. In fact, the two 
examples of the fourth stage of world history explain and complement each 
other. That fourth stage is not solely Germanic, but medieval as well.

Islam’s medievalness, Hegel explains, is like old age in nature, but which 
must not be taken as natural weakness of dotage, since it is the realm of the 
Spirit. The medieval Germanic stage of world history is “the old age of the 
Spirit in its complete ripeness, in which Spirit returns to unity with itself, 
but as Spirit.”48 Hegel defines Islam in this sense as absolute freedom, as 
“the enlightenment of the oriental world.”49 Moreover, Islam becomes the 
West (in the Hegelian sense of the West, i.e., consciousness of Geist as a free 
spirit). It is important here to emphasize that the secular world in Hegel 
is also the world of “brutal barbarism,” in which the Spirit finds itself and 
“builds up as an implicitly organic outward being” to reach “freedom,” the 
one and only goal of world history.50

If Islam is not “indifferent” to the secular world, but is indeed freedom 
from the ecclesiastical authority of the “Church” or the “State,” does this 
leave us with the possibility that Goux misunderstood Hegel, or that Hegel’s 
philosophical views on Islam are far less epistemologically excising than 
Goux’s? Is Islam better off misunderstood by Hegel than by Goux, for after 
all, Hegel wrote about Islam in a different atmosphere and did not use a ter-
rorist event as a springboard for his critique?51

The answer to these questions is no. Like many scholars who special-
ize in Western philosophy, Goux offers a well-meaning attempt to find in 
the Hegelian idea of world history an answer to Islam’s “collision” with the 
Western world today, arguing that such an answer derives from a philo-
sophical discourse that Goux knows very well and believes is capable of 
encapsulating the totality of the human experience. Goux’s invocation of 
Hegel’s engagement with Islam derives from an urgent need to account for 
a dangerous collision of two temporalities:

This collision-effect or untimely upsurge that has often been produced 
– and even more so today – in the relations between the West and the 
Arab-Muslim world are rooted in and separated by two very different 
relationships to narrative and to History. It is thus important in this 
context to address the two-fold question of Islam in History and His-
tory in Islam. This question is, of course, too large to be appropriately 
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addressed in an essay. Nonetheless, six years after the events of Septem-
ber 11th, the question deserves at least to be posed. We ought to add 
that, beyond the terrorist attacks of September 11th, the many violent 
conflicts that occur all along the “fault lines” are not merely the expres-
sion of another type of historicity that is destined to remain foreign to 
us; that are also perhaps the symptom of a profound disruption in the 
traditional and secular relationship to historicity within Islam itself.52

Like the reasonable writer he tries to be, Goux wishes here to take a moderate 
position between extremes. But exactly what type of question is a “question 
of Islam in History and History in Islam?” Does Goux refer to Islam in 
Hegelian history? World history? Or does he speak about Islam in history 
in general? And what type of history? Intellectual? Universal? Anthropologi-
cal? How does a vague question about Islam in history immediately conflict 
with a vaguer question about “history in Islam?” Does it even follow that 
Goux’s reference to September 11 is an “example” of “untimely Islam,” as 
he proposes? I think not. For to read this exegesis as an instance of ideo-
logical discourse – as Goux definitely does – is to attribute a political force 
to it. Rather than resorting to speculative philosophies of history that are 
foundationally suspect, let alone empirically impossible to prove, we must 
ask harder questions about whether or not Hegel’s is a single philosophy, a 
singular structure of thought, or an integrated set of practical knowledge 
that cannot be understood outside of its particular context. Are we then to 
understand Islam as a religion that cares only for the vertical (heaven) at the 
expense of the horizontal (worldly future) and takes the past as an example 
to follow, abandoning any care for earth – hence September 11? Are we to 
infer from Goux’s so-called ‘Hegelian’ interpretation that Islam is a religion 
lacking a worldly or secular telos and therefore heedless of life and its beings? 
The real burden that philosophy (literally: the love of wisdom) has placed 
on us is not to invoke a Eurocentric theory of intellectual history and apply 
it anachronistically to our present – for this, as I hope I have shown in this 
chapter, would be a mistake superimposed upon an error – but to confront 
the likelihood that sources within “Western philosophy” may be responsible 
for producing this divide in the first place.

If on the one hand Hegel’s theory on Islam suffers from Europhilia or 
Prussophilia (blinding and fanatical love for Europe or Prussia) and ethno-
centrism (lack of respect for the Other), Goux’s theory on the other hand 
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may be accused of essentialism (a view of cultural heritage and identity as 
an immutable spirit) and an unconscious Euronormative universalism (a 
belief that Europe sets the norms for the whole world), in addition to a 
paradoxical combination of ahistoricism (lack of respect for historical and 
temporal specificities) and historicism (a dangerous particularism that uses 
history to over-emphasize difference).

This said, Goux’s argument is not necessarily culture-specific. It does not 
state as fact a world that is inhabited by self-contained and uniform cultural 
identities, each possessing a separate value, although his structuralist analy-
sis of Hegel falls within this “fault line.” Nor does it presume that Hegel’s 
philosophy distinctively expresses a “Western” form of historical reason that 
is impenetrable to the Islamic ‘Other.’ Herein lies the illusionary synecdoche 
and the confusion of the part (Hegel/Europe/bin Laden) for the whole (the 
universe/Islam). The danger in this metonymic ‘symbolist’ mode of thought 
that Goux adopts is that even a ‘philosophical’ reading of September 11 
requires a historical context, and one should not rely only on a ‘formalist 
application’ of Hegel without a radical contextualization of Hegel himself. 
For doing so simply features an awful “return of the same,” but of the “same” 
changed by the misplaced motives that invited its “return” in the first place.

To give Goux the benefit of the doubt, his analogy is perhaps exercised in 
good faith and perhaps even from a deeper conviction than a so-called ‘uni-
versal’ theory of intellectual history accepted in his intellectual circle that 
supposedly has all the answers to today’s global problems. This view – that 
the future is always already accounted for in some sacred past (be it religion 
or philosophy) – makes some scholars feel comfortable that an all-inclusive 
theory like Hegel’s is capable of explaining Islamic radicalism today. But it is 
precisely this faith in the unconditional recyclability and infinite applicabil-
ity of the grand masters of Western philosophy that is alarming. There is no 
safe anachronistic theory of this sort, and therefore no escape from repeating 
the same set of misconceptions if we treat derivatives as if they were sub-
stance merely because this is the only way we have been taught to think and 
this is the only language that we think we understand.



4

The Emergence of Islam 
as a Historical Category 

in British Colonial 
Thought

He is the true prototype of the British colonist … The whole Anglo-Saxon 
spirit is in Crusoe: the manly independence; the unconscious cruelty; the 
persistence; the slow yet efficient intelligence; the sexual apathy; the practical, 
well-balanced religiousness; the calculating taciturnity. 

James Joyce, “Daniel Defoe”

In his seminal essay on the Ottoman Empire during the eighteenth century, 
Albert Hourani takes an ambitious look at the ethno-religious dynamics of 
the Sultanate in the Fertile Crescent with special reference to Iraq, Syria, 
Lebanon, Palestine, and Egypt. By the beginning of the eighteenth century, 
the Balkans, the Fertile Crescent, the North African coast, and Asia Minor 
had come under the dominion of the Porte. But, as Hourani tells us, this 
century also witnessed the rise of many dissensions as well as non-conform-
ist political and religious movements, especially in Lebanon, Armenia, and 
Najd, making this period a time of major shifts in the balance of power 
within the Ottoman Empire:

Change was striking not only at the balance of political forces, but 
the social and intellectual structure on which it rested. Like all forms 
of government, the Ottoman system rested on a certain distribution 
of social power and a system of received ideas. Three principles were 
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implicit in its structure: first, the political supremacy of Moslems over 
Christians; secondly, the existence of an Islamic orthodoxy of which 
the Sultan was defender; and thirdly, the primacy of religion over 
ethnic or other loyalties. In the eighteenth century all three pillars 
were shaken.1

Those inward forces that Hourani adeptly highlights, including the rise 
of Ibn Taymiyya-inspired Wahhābism and Ghazālī-oriented Ihyā’ism, 
in addition to numerous Christian intellectual movements in Lebanon 
and Armenia,2 were not working in isolation from external influences. 
Towards the end of the seventeenth century and throughout the eight-
eenth, the hierarchy of power between Western Europe and Turkey 
shifted, irrevocably changing the relationship between Islam and the 
West. Fueled with the rhetoric of intellectual, cultural, and religious 
difference, this shift became dramatically more pronounced in the nine-
teenth century as the increasing pressure of a scientifically and militarily 
empowered Europe dictated the rules of world supremacy and shattered 
the myth of coherence in Dār al-Islām once and for all.

As I explained in the previous chapter, cultural developments in 
Western Europe involved the interaction and circulation of ideas among 
writers and intellectuals who were aware of the shift in the balance of 
power between the Ottoman Empire and Western Europe and conscious 
of the general mood of their times. Hegelianism is a good example of 
this phenomenon. Though the ideology was initiated by one thinker, 
Hegelian thought at large reflected the mood of the middle-class gen-
eral public as well as the more specialized Young Hegelian thinkers like 
David Strauss, Bruno Bauer, Ludwig Feuerbach, and others. The cul-
tural side of Hegelianism was inspired by European scientific progress 
and a rising spirit of liberalism that made the Ottoman Empire with its 
Islamic theology look medieval and archaic by comparison. Similarly, 
what we call the change in the public spirit of Europe at the turn of 
the century reflected not only cultural ideas stemming from a ‘civiliza-
tional’ difference between Islam and the West, but also a general impulse 
to defend Christian dogma now attacked by many intellectual currents 
from within, including Darwin’s “positivistic determinism” and the so-
called Hegelian higher critics, in addition to the external threat of the 
Ottoman Empire.
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For the sake of specificity, the geographical contours of this chapter 
are limited to Britain, although there were important political develop-
ments in other places in Western Europe that led to the demise of the 
Porte and the ‘scramble for Africa.’ The emphasis on Britain is useful for 
consideration of its colonization of significant parts of the Arab-Muslim 
world, especially Egypt.

While writings about the Arab-Muslim world in eighteenth-century 
England were produced largely by academics and learned travelers, I would 
be mistaken to center my analysis entirely upon a critique of the thought 
of certain known scholars whose ideas, at one period in history, may or 
may not have influenced the political decisions of their rulers. I therefore 
take into consideration other discursive productions of eighteenth-century 
Britain, especially philological, epistolary, and novelistic writings. I also 
consider the fact that many philological studies and travel narratives of 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were formulated with a sovereign 
or national interest in mind. John Richardson’s Dictionary, Arabic, Persian, 
and English for example, is “most humbly dedicated to the King … by 
his most dutiful servant and most faithful subject.” Similarly, Lady Lucie 
Duff Gordon’s Letters from Egypt address the Queen of England on many 
occasions.

But since cultural history is not only a habit of mind but also draws upon 
a much greater variety of influences, I focus in this chapter mainly on inves-
tigating the mechanics of cultural productions that allowed this kind of 
‘interest’ to thrive and become symptomatic of a broader historical under-
standing and positioning of the Arab-Muslim world in nineteenth-century 
England. I argue that even before the emergence of anti-Islamic bias in the 
works of J.C. McCoan, or Mary Shelley, the eighteenth century served as 
a clear predecessor to an imminent condition of coloniality. This condi-
tion, evident in works like Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) and in 
national reactions to major catastrophic events like the smallpox epidemic, 
indicates that many writers’ and travelers’ accounts of the non-European 
world stemmed not only from a general position of antipathy and confron-
tation, but also from an inherited cultural and religious bias. My goal is to 
identify one strand of British culture as part of an imperialist discourse that 
is partially anti-Arab and anti-Islamic in its epistemic varieties, which must 
not be confused with colonial practices or reactions of the colonized, which 
are the topic of the next chapter.
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Articulating Difference: Cultural Hegemony and Colonial Disgust
Although the connection between coloniality and Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe 
has been made by many writers and intellectuals, including James Joyce,3 
Edward Said,4 Peter Hulme,5 and Derek Walcott,6 the present emphasis on 
this text is because, in retrospect, this tale of adventure and self-sufficiency 
would come to metonymize British colonial brutality at its most extreme, 
as I illustrate with reference to Egypt in the next chapter. It is worth noting 
that though the rise of the English novel is a sign of literary modernity 
(according to Ian Watt),7 this very genre is a product of an unconscious 
colonial epistemology and testifies to a dominant mode of thought that 
informed the discourse of imperialism two hundred years before Britain 
embarked on its colonial projects in the Arab world.

In the Preface to Robinson Crusoe, Defoe insists that his narrative is a “true 
account,” seeking to make his narrative believable by asserting that it was 
dictated by ‘reality’ or had the ability to ‘report’ such a reality. Of course, 
Defoe’s novel was not generally believed to be a true account, but its ‘veracity’ 

Figure 4.1â•‡ “Robinson Crusoe and Man Friday,” by Carl Offterdinger (1829–89)
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has always been understood as a generic convention. But since his claims to 
authenticity stem from a manner of thinking that gives literature the status 
of history, Defoe’s statement is worthy of consideration. Not only is Crusoe 
a master of his own new world, but he also happens to master writing, the 
very condition for entering into a conquering capitalist society according to 
poststructuralist writers like Michel de Certeau.8 As Crusoe tells us, “I drew 
up the state of my affairs in writing, not so much to leave them to any that 
were to come after me, for I was likely to have but few heirs, as to deliver my 
thoughts from daily poring upon them, and afflicting my mind.”9

The novel’s first lines tell us about the vaulting ambition of Crusoe, his 
“rambling thoughts,” and his desire to explore the unknown. As the nar-
rator reports, “There was something fatal in his nature. He had conceived 
the idea, he must go to sea.”10 The misfortunes of his two brothers, the 
tears of his relatives, the advice of his friends, the protest of his reason, and 
the remorse of his conscience are all powerless in their attempts to restrain 
him. Crusoe arguably represents the West’s unswerving desire for expansion. 
Crusoe works all day and all night; he is a carpenter, an oarsman, a porter, a 
hunter, a tiller of the ground, a milkman, a basket-maker, a grinder, baker, 
and a book-keeper. But his work is planned and rational. He sets to work 
only after deliberate calculation and reflection. When he seeks a spot for 
his tent, he enumerates the four conditions of the place he requires. But 
this is not all. Step by step, Defoe’s Crusoe must recreate and re-master the 
inventions and acquisitions of human industry, like the pioneers of Australia 
and America. By imaginatively re-subjecting the West to the test of human 
intellect against nature and the savage, Defoe exalts his hero as a conqueror 
and master of the island: “I was lord of the whole Manor; or if I pleas’d, I 
might call myself King, or emperor over the whole Country which I have 
Possession of. There were no Rivals. I had no Competitor, none to dispute 
Sovereignty or Command with me.”11

Crusoe’s island is a haven of modernity: it isolates a place of one’s own, 
and reproduces all the surrounding objects in the form of a bricolage by a 
dominant subject capable of transforming the ‘natural’ into the ‘civilized.’ 
The desire to write is an exercise of mental freedom. But this freedom also 
marks an assertion of power over time and space, which is embodied in Cru-
soe’s decision to write his diary. As a new space of mastery, writing becomes 
the epitome of ‘modern’ civilization, as well as the dream of the present 
Englishman to create a new universe different from the past.
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On the island, Crusoe acquires a community habit, even though he is 
his own community. On the day he sees “the print of a naked man’s foot 
on the shore,” he stands, “like one thunderstruck,” and flees “like a hare to 
cover.”12 A foreigner represents a violation of his community and a threat to 
his system. But this leads us to another question. If we accept the hypoth-
esis that the novel is an exercise of individual will (another variation on 
the theme of modernity), why are Friday and the cannibals he represents 
necessary at all? Why is Friday’s conversion to Christianity even relevant, 
and what can we learn about the connection between Friday’s name and 
Crusoe’s, with its etymological reference to crucifixion? Is the reason for 
including a cannibal in the novel motivated by a desire to add an exotic 
flavor to the narrative, or could there be a better argument for Friday’s rel-
evance to the plot, not to speak of the particular region in the world where 
the events take place?

I am not trying to repeat an argument already made by other critics, 
notably Peter Hulme, that Defoe’s novel is a ‘mimetic’ allegory of colonial-
ism, or that it is concerned with the more epistemic task of reasserting the 
beginnings of colonial encounters in order to proclaim Europe’s supremacy 
over its (Caribbean) colonies.13 Regardless of whether or not Defoe’s novel 
is a celebration of emergent capitalism as Karl Marx sees it14 or an ideo-
logical remapping of European colonization, it succeeds in showing us that 
the formation of the modern (European) Self – what has at least since the 
Enlightenment become known as the “subject” – is necessarily formed in 
opposition to what is Other to this Self. If Defoe’s novel coincides with 
a moment in European thought when an understanding of history was 
based on the idea of legitimation, it is scarcely surprising that the narra-
tive’s events take place on a ‘foreign’ island. The geographical location of 
this island would of course serve as new ground for the modern discovery 
of the subject.

In this respect, Crusoe’s island with its “barbaric cannibals” is not signifi-
cantly different from Lord Cromer’s Egypt with its “barbaric Muslims” that 
I will discuss at greater length in the next chapter.15 Although written almost 
two hundred years prior to the British occupation of Egypt, Defoe’s account 
of Crusoe’s encounter with Friday calls to mind Lord Cromer’s language 
about the Egyptians in Modern Egypt (1907). This two-volume memoir is 
written in a manner that seeks to convince its readers that England created 
the idea of civilization. This book consistently depicts Islam as a barbaric 
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religion and Egyptians and Sudanese as irrevocably Other, less than human, 
or at least naturally subordinate to Europeans – much like the character of 
Friday on Crusoe’s Island.16 In his book, mainly written to justify the role 
of Britain in Egypt, Cromer depicts Muslim Egyptians not only as socially 
different from Christians but also as lower in status. His definition of Islam 
takes an essentialist outlook of a primordial religion resistant to change, as if 
he were oblivious of the way that essentialist views of religion had long been 
under sustained intellectual attack by eminent critics like Wilfrid Blunt 
(1840–1922).17 This marvelous historicization of the Englishman’s role in 
the European and non-European worlds is of course best understood in 
light of major shifts in economic and political power in the British Empire 
during the 1860s. The so-called ‘non-interventionist’ policy of England in 
the colonies was only used as a placating phrase to deflect or appease opposi-
tion to colonial expansion among the English public. Decades after England 
had settled in Egypt, its official colonial tone of radical civilizational essen-
tialism still prevailed.

This geopolitical ‘impression’ of human civilization, namely that one 
cannot be civilized without being Christian, white, and educated in the 
European system, created a deeply rooted antipathy towards Islam. This 
imaginary Euronormativism would eventually transform aggressive Euro-
pean colonialism into a legitimate project and perpetuate such agendas 
for more than two centuries. After 24 years of ruling Egypt as the British 
commissioner, Cromer replicated Crusoe’s scenario with Friday, describing 
a different belief system (Islam in this case) as a hopeless and incorrigible 
religion, believing that the high moral values of Christianity would allow 
the British Empire to avoid the pitfalls that brought the Roman Empire 
to ruin.18 A closer look at both narratives reveals that the subjection of the 
Other to the so-called ‘civilizing’ Self derives from a complex process of self-
formation and self-idealization ingrained since the rise of modernity in the 
notion of the (European) subject which, if it had to have an Other, required 
this Other to be by definition inferior to the Self. This Other is inevitably 
submissive and remains in the ‘natural’ course of a would-be-independent, 
that is, an infant crawling along the path of civilization. In a fatherless uni-
verse, which is an important trope in colonial modernity, the mastery of 
writing establishes and distinguishes a new power as a source from which 
imperialist discourses derive their strength and control history, that is, the 
privilege of making, fabricating, and writing beginnings.
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Like Defoe’s novel, Cromer’s narrative takes on the form of a memoir, 
becoming completely immersed in Britain as its central character, and forc-
ing us to see everything through the eyes of Cromer himself. In his eyes, 
Islam debases and relegates women to a “marked” secondarity: “Unfortu-
nately the great Arabian reformer of the seventh century was driven by the 
necessities of his position to do more than found a religion. He endeavoured 
to found a social system. The reasons why Islam as a social system has been 
a complete failure are manifold. First and foremost Islam keeps women in a 
position of marked inferiority.”19 It is writing that makes both Crusoe and 
Cromer masters, and it is the lack of it that makes Friday and the Egyptians 
their servants.

Like Crusoe on the island, Cromer in Egypt becomes the subject who 
writes about the country and its ‘governable’ Orientals. In another article, 
he writes that “in their present state of political immaturity the peoples of 
the East “were singularly incapable of judging what … was best in their 
own interests. Questions should be decided for them and not by them.”20 In 
other words, Friday and the Egyptians are dependents of the likes of Cromer 
and Crusoe, in education, in language, and in naming, as submission is the 
most basic condition of those who have just been elevated from the realm of 
barbarism to that of the human and of civilization. In the imaginative world 
of Robison Crusoe and Modern Egypt, Englishness is a curious amalgamation 
of Christianity, whiteness, and mental superiority.

There is, undeniably, a remarkable difference between an eighteenth-cen-
tury work of fiction and a twentieth-century book recounting the experience 
of someone who came to symbolize “the pro-consular tradition in British 
imperialism.”21 But through a scrupulous examination of what Crusoe 
himself describes as “a very strange encounter,”22 and “a new Scene of my 
life,”23 I wish to emphasize the point that that “scene” and that “encounter” 
with the Other (which does not make Crusoe question for once that he in 
fact is the Other) are not just the result of the fictive underpinnings of an 
eighteenth-century novelistic mind, but are deeply tied to the expansionist 
ambitions of the British Empire-to-be. The composition and achievement 
of this British imperialist Self requires a master–slave moment, and the locus 
of this experience in Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe could not have been chosen 
more appropriately.

In this very context, one can argue that European modernity has never 
been completely secular. Missionary campaigns in colonized Africa were 
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Figure 4.2â•‡ Anti-imperialist and anti-missionary cartoon: “The New African 
Mission” (1875)

inextricably linked to a so-called modern humanitarian project. Crusoe 
himself, whose name, as I noted earlier, etymologically invokes the cross, 
embarks on a journey of Christian salvation and reconciliation, crowned 
with the physical and spiritual saving of a barbarous cannibal. However, Fri-
day’s conversion to Christianity does not in the least affect the master–slave 
hierarchy that Crusoe establishes and maintains throughout. Unity in faith, 
it appears, is not enough to establish social and political equity.

Likewise, the Prince of Abyssinia in Samuel Johnson’s novel Rasselas 
(1759), who is apparently envious of ‘life in Europe,’ poses the following 
question to his court advisor Imlac: “By what means are the Europeans thus 
powerful? Or why, since they can so easily visit Asia and Africa for trade 
or conquest, cannot the Asiaticks and Africans invade their coasts, plant 
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colonies in their ports, and give laws to their natural princes? The same wind 
that carries them back would bring us thither.”24 In response to Rasselas’s 
query, Imlac acknowledges the power of the Europeans, which he attributes 
mainly to a higher degree of wisdom and knowledge granted the European 
man by the mysterious work of the Divine: “They are more powerful, Sir, 
than we, answered Imlac, because they are wiser; knowledge will always pre-
dominate over ignorance, as man governs the other animals. But why their 
knowledge is more than ours, I know not what reason can be given, but the 
unsearchable will of the Supreme Being.”25 It is as if the rest of the world, 
including the part of it that is actually the cradle of Christianity, is not to be 
equal to the English or the European, not just because it is non-Christian, 
but also because of its supposed mental and racial inferiority.

Vicious Plague-ridden Muslim Bodies
Imperialist imaginings of the Other not just as cannibal or infidel but also 
as ‘disease carrier’ dominated eighteenth-century British ideology’s fierce 
distinction between Islam and Christianity, the first conceived of as a spir-
itually empty superstitious belief, and the latter as the only ‘true’ religion. 
Typically enough, in his 1790 treatise, Sir Robert Walker, physician and 
Fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons, made the argument that Arabia was 
responsible for the spread of the smallpox epidemic in Britain and Europe: 
“We are indebted to the Arabians for the first accounts of small-pox, among 
whom the disease appears to have been common, and who were the means 
of spreading its infection through the different kingdoms of Europe.”26

This and many other medical accounts appearing at the outbreak of 
smallpox in eighteenth-century England show us how anti-Islam and anti-
Arab sentiments were tied to a pervasive fear of the Ottoman Other. This 
is the moment when Islam and the Arab world were upgraded from a cul-
tural or racial group to a historical category in Europe’s positivistic schema 
of intellectual history. This is also the moment when the anti-Arab British 
‘hero’ was no longer an individual or an army but an entire field of knowl-
edge, like medicine.

It is interesting how by the early nineteenth century smallpox inoculation, 
which originated and was practiced in the Arab world and Turkey, became a 
European medical ‘invention,’ while the disease itself was connected with the 
birth of Prophet Muḥammad. “As England emerges into a colonialist moder-
nity,” the literary critic Felicity Nussbaum writes, “its wish to amputate from 
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national memory a past associated with the ancient and the Arabic reaches 
crisis force and is strongly evident in the discussion of smallpox and inocula-
tion.”27 Nussbaum’s observation is supported by volumes of medical treatises 
on the smallpox outbreak that appeared in eighteenth-century Britain and 
continued throughout the nineteenth.28 A notable anti-Islamic polemicist of 
the early nineteenth century is James Plumptre, who took every chance he 
had to connect the smallpox plague with Islam. An active priest and play-
wright, Plumptre writes in his 1805 Sermons that “the Arabian Pestilence,” a 
phrase he uses to refer to smallpox, “had its rise in Arabia, at the very time of 
the Imposter Mahomet, and was spread by the Saracen invaders whitherso-
ever they carried their arms and doctrines.”29

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689–1762) in a much different tone 
composed her account of the inoculation in the early eighteenth century. A 
close reading of Lady Montagu’s letters reveals that the lines between health 
and disease, or normalcy and the abnormal, were only constructed to protect 
Britain against its so-called enemies in an age of imperialism. Lady Mon-
tagu refutes the allegations against the Muslim world on the heated topic 
of inoculation, not only by exposing the medicinal errors of the Members 
of the Royal College of Physicians, but also by sending her son to receive 
inoculation in Turkey.30 Afflicted by the death of her brother Lord Kingston 
of smallpox, she traveled to Turkey in order to get her son “engrafted.”31 In 
the process, Lady Montagu learned a great deal about the bias of her own 
culture against Turkey and Islam:

Every year thousands undergo this Operation, and the French Ambas-
sador says pleasantly that they take the Smallpox here [in Turkey] by 
way of diversion as they take the Waters in other Countrys [sic]. There 
is no example of anyone that has dy’d in it, and you may believe I am 
very well satisfy’d of the safety of the Experiment since I intend to try 
it on my dear little Son. I am Patriot enough to take pains to bring 
this useful invention into fashion in England, and I should not fail to 
write to some of our Doctors very particularly about it if I knew any 
one of ’em that I thought had Virtue enough to destroy such a consid-
erable branch of their Revenue for the good of Mankind.32

It is evident here that Lady Montagu writes against the grain. The defi-
ant medical discourse of the Royal College of Physicians which committed 
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murder in the name of medicine and national arrogance33 was not sepa-
rated from the general épistémè that regarded Islam as a culturally inferior 
category.

Indeed, Lady Montagu was not the only one to notice this phenom-
enon. In his “Dissertation on the Languages, Literatures, and Manners of 
Eastern Nations,” which accompanies his Dictionary, Arabic, Persian, and 
English (1777), John Richardson draws attention to this Self versus Other 
discourse and vehemently condemns what he perceives as predominant 
political predispositions and biases against the Arab-Muslim world in the 
British Empire. In his study, Richardson provides an excellent example of 
how philological scholarship of alien cultures should be conducted. In his 
work, he sets out to expose the ignorance and biases in his contemporaries’ 
accounts of Islam by citing the example of the story of Lysimachus and the 
Greek historian:

The story of Lysimachus and one Greek historian, may indeed, with 
justice, be applied to many others. This prince, in the partition of 
Alexander’s empire, became King of Thrace: he had been one of the 
most active of that conqueror’s commanders; and was present at every 
event which deserved the attention of history. A Grecian had written 
an account of the Persian conquest; and he wished to read it before 
the King. The monarch listened with equal attention and wonder: “All 
this is very fine,” says he, when the historian had finished, “but where 
was I when those things were performed?”34

This parable speaks for itself. Richardson is simply confirming the obvious 
fact that the telling of history is not necessarily the history that happened 
and that no eighteenth-century historian simply ‘happens’ upon Islam or 
the Arabs for the sake of mere intellectual curiosity. In his work, Richardson 
calls for an accurate and unbiased view of history that aims “to improve 
the great system of social life.” Richardson does this by employing a meth-
odology of studying Arab and Islamic studies that is fact-based and relies 
on specialization rather than polemics. Fighting a cause similar to Edward 
Said’s but almost two centuries earlier, Richardson takes aim at “modern 
compilers of ancient history” who willfully “conceal their ignorance of the 
languages and literatures of the East” under one general and unsupported 
assertion that they are “wild, uninteresting, and obscure,” or what modern 
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scholarship refers to as “Orientalism.” Richardson’s anti-mainstream view of 
history is a result not only of acquired first-hand knowledge but also of an 
ethical insight that what is distant and alien is not necessarily subhuman or 
barbarian.

According to Richardson, most eighteenth-century scholars encountered 
Islam as the founding religion of Europe’s arch enemy, the Ottoman Empire, 
the language of non-Christian political and nationalistic discourses (a per-
petual source of misunderstanding in the Christian West), and the culture 
that enveloped all the curiosities and secret fantasies of a bewildering Orient, 
especially after the translation of Les mille et une nuits by Antoine Galland 
between 1704 and 1717 and its translation into English as The Arabian 
Nights between 1706 and 1708.35 Richardson’s account takes issue with the 
kind of knowledge generated when England’s interest in the Arab-Muslim 
world is hemmed in by two simultaneous forces: European Enlightenment 
urgencies for “civilizing” other cultures, and a growing historical reassess-
ment of a familiar Christian “self ” versus an unfamiliar Islamic “Other.”

Islam and the Residing Nineteenth-Century Orientalist
Historiographical European accounts of Islam, which assumed a scholarly 
status in the eighteenth century and flourished in the nineteenth, can best 
be understood in the framework of major changes in historical thought and 
the rise of systematic scholarship about distant cultures. Since not every his-
torian is a John Richardson, the fact remains that for the most part, English 
interest in Islam and the Arab world conformed to a nationalist fashioning 
of the British self in opposition to its Other. The result is that very little 
of what goes on in the philological or scientific assessment has much to 
say to scholars interested in the nationalist discourses.36 But since there is 
never interpretation or knowledge where there is no interest, and since there 
is no scholarship without precedence or motivation, what exactly are the 
interests of a nineteenth-century European scholar or traveler, like Edward 
Lane, for example, in reading and decoding Islam? A simple answer could be 
that he is transmitting to his own people knowledge about another culture 
unknown to them. Still, how is one to overcome the difficulties of living in 
another culture and yet manage to decode it as easily as if he were decoding 
a Shakespearean sonnet? This is tricky, especially when knowledge of the 
Arab world and Islam is subject to imprecision and hasty interpretation 
even today. What exactly is at stake, then, in a scholarly effort seeking to 
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overcome distances and insurmountable cultural barriers in order to make 
knowledge of the Arab and Islamic world accessible to the English reader?

This is not to say that knowledge of another culture is not possible or 
useful, but in order to ascertain the objectivity of this knowledge and save 
it from lapsing into stereotype and myth, a few conditions other than the 
misleading proto-scientific ‘positivistic’ methods of research need to be met 
– conditions that most English and European scholars of Arabic, Islam, and 
the Middle East of the time lacked. First, a conveyer of historical knowl-
edge must be answerable to and in healthy contact with the alien culture 
s/he historicizes. It is unfortunate that most of what the West knew about 
the non-Western world was delivered in the frameworks of xenophobia and 
imperialism. There can rarely be healthy assimilation and conveyance of 
knowledge under political domination.

The second condition is based on the first: the need for non-political 
anthropological and social knowledge, that is, knowledge of the social 
world, the lived linguistic expression, and the daily realities of the culture in 
question as opposed to geographical, philological, or historical knowledge 
conveyed through the lens of a dominant épistémè of binary oppositions, 
as de Certeau has shown us in the case of de Léry’s Histoire. This knowl-
edge is crucial for matters of interpretation and judgment, and this is where 
one’s awareness of one’s own culture is juxtaposed to one’s understanding 
of another.

Taking Edward William Lane’s classic work An Account of the Manners 
and Customs of the Modern Egyptians (1836) as a case in point,37 we find 
that Lane’s ‘scholarly’ understanding of Egypt and Islam does not appear to 
differ fundamentally from work done on Arab and Muslim cultures in the 
eighteenth century.38 Such works do not get completed overnight. Special 
training is necessary to reach functional proficiency in Arabic in order to 
live among and communicate with Egyptians (using Classical and Modern 
Standard Arabic, in addition to colloquial Egyptian Arabic). The result 
could be a best-seller or an ever-widening gap between assertions based on 
personal experience in an alien culture and the far more dominant assertions 
of one’s home culture.

Views differ on Lane’s Account. While the historian H.S. Deighton sees 
it as a political text, Edward Said regards it as a variation on Orientalism. 
Deighton sees Lane’s Account as an important public text, the first political 
book of its kind written during Europe’s ‘scramble for Africa’ to speak about 
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the Egyptian peasants, describe their religious rituals, address them as the 
real natives of Egypt, and detail their daily afflictions under the Ottoman 
regime known as sukhra or forced labor:

In part, Lane’s attitude to the native people of Egypt was a direct 
result of Palmerston’s determination to resist the French project for 
digging the Suez Canal. Frustrated in the attempt to secure, by dip-
lomatic means, the repeal of the ferman, which gave de Lesseps the 
necessary authority to go ahead with his project, successive British 
governments switched their attacks to its likely social effect on Egypt 
itself. The Canal, it was argued, would not benefit Egypt at all, and 
would do incalculable harm to the native Egyptians, both during its 
construction by the ruthless use of forced labour, and afterwards by 
increasing and making permanent the European community in the 
country, which was represented as being for the most part rapacious, 
unscrupulous and, from the point of view of Egyptian interests, thor-
oughly undesirable.39

To Deighton, then, Lane’s work reflects an existing political discourse in 
England, one in which the populace’s attitude towards Egyptians had little 
to do with the Egyptians themselves or with their cultural practices, but 
with the colonial war over Egypt being fought against France. The usual 
formula occurs: the so-called humanitarian intervention becomes an easy 
pretext for asserting power. Britain’s description of its intervention in 
Egypt’s politics as an attempt to stop France from inflicting what Deighton 
describes as “intolerable harm to native Egyptians” is part of a larger pattern 
where every major colonial intervention has been justified as humanitarian 
and as a “civilizing mission.”

Said, however, takes a different approach to Lane and sees him as an ideal 
example for his case against European Orientalists. In fact, there is a special 
category for Lane’s work in Said’s theory of Orientalism. Said regards Lane 
as one of three types of “residing” nineteenth-century Orientalists. To Said, 
Lane is “the writer who intends to use his residence for the specific task of 
providing professional Orientalism with scientific material, who considers 
his residence a form of scientific observation.”40 Said accuses Lane of having 
a double identity, of being what in our modern terms would be called a secret 
agent. While one part of Lane’s identity, argues Said, immerses itself with 
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Egyptians and “floats easily in the unsuspected Muslim sea,” the other skill-
fully hides its historiographical agenda and submerges itself as it relentlessly 
seeks to transform Egyptian Muslims into a stereotypical European text:

What [Lane] says about the Orient is therefore to be understood 
as description obtained in a one-way exchange: as they spoke and 
behaved, he observed and wrote down. His power is to have existed 
among them as a native speaker, as it were, and also a secret writer. 
And what he wrote was intended as useful knowledge not for them, 
but for Europe and its various disseminating institutions. For that’s 
one thing that Lane’s prose never lets us forget: that ego, the first 
pronoun moving through Egyptian customs, rituals, festivals, infancy, 
adulthood, and burial rites, is in reality both an Oriental masquerade 
and an Orientalist device for capturing and conveying valuable, oth-
erwise inaccessible information.41

While it is possible that Lane was engaged in an act of historiographical 
reduction of Egypt, it is still hard to agree with Said’s theory that the former 
was a malicious manipulator and a cunning conspirer, for one important 
reason: there is no evidence, textual or otherwise, to incriminate Lane and 
there is nothing wrong with a scholar conveying his own impressions of the 
culture he immersed himself in for many years. This is a personal account 
that neither Said nor anyone living beyond Lane’s time can simply dismiss 
as conniving. Said’s categories are not founded on any credible sociological 
grounding, making one wonder why the ‘Orient’ is above criticism and why 
precisely three types of “residing Orientalist” existed.

There is, however, a clear anti-Ottoman political context to Lane’s work, 
whose dramatic depiction of life in ancient Egypt did not distract him from 
addressing the country’s contemporary Islam, ushering his readers through 
‘fascinating’ religious rituals and cultural practices.42 In his book, Lane 
pulled no punches in showing the barbarism and inhumanity of the Turks in 
Egypt. Dwelling on the negative connotations of the word fallāḥ (peasant; 
pl. fallāḥīn), Lane writes, “the Turks always apply this term to the Egyptians 
in general in an abusive sense as meaning the ‘boors’ or the ‘clowns.’”43 Lane, 
however, fails to see the contradiction between his critique of the Turks and 
his own position on the Egyptian fallāḥīn. “The felláheen [sic] of Egypt,” 
he continues, “cannot be justly represented in a very favourable light with 
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regard to their domestic and social condition and manners. In the worst 
point of view, they resemble their bedawee [sic: i.e. Bedouin] ancestors, 
without possessing many of the virtues of the inhabitants of the desert.”44

If we take this statement as a sign of the discourse that produced it, then 
the reserved and somewhat belittling tone of Lane’s narrative reveals how 
England’s apparent sympathy towards the Egyptian fallāḥīn was not simply 
a fashionable sentiment in nineteenth-century England but a politically 
charged document of imperialism, exercised more in the spirit of chivalrous 
and ‘charitable’ Britishness towards wretched victims than in egalitarian 
feelings for Egyptians. In a similar account, the British author and traveler 
James Augustus St. John referred to the Egyptian fallāḥīn in a like tone.45

This persistent reference to the wretched and slave-like condition of 
Egypt’s peasants is not without imperialist motivations. In the decades pre-
ceding the British occupation of Egypt, political correspondence between 
England and France underscored the question of the Egyptian fallāḥīn. 
In 1855, the British ambassador in Paris wrote to the French government 
warning against the use of forced labor, which seemed the only way possible 
to carry out the project of digging the Suez Canal.46 The British warning 
resulted in the promulgation of a policy prohibiting the use of corvée, said 
to have diligently been monitored by the British officials in Egypt.47 Even-
tually, England was able to end the forced labor of 60,000 fallāḥīn on the 
Canal.48 Years later, it became clear that forced labor prohibition was only a 
practice of interventionist English politics to undermine French enterprises 
in Egypt. As soon as England occupied Egypt in 1882, its standards were 
completely reversed as it undertook large-scale projects that relied on forced 
labor, including the construction of the Alexandria–Suez railway, Britain’s 
preferred alternative to the Canal.49

Justified by a humane call to protect abused peasants, eliminate slav-
ery, and civilize the country, England’s mission in Egypt had an enormous 
agenda for economic gain. On reading Samuel W. Baker’s travel narrative on 
Egypt, Spectator Editor-in-Chief Meredith Townsend commented:

With 5000 Arabs thoroughly disciplined, a man like Mr. Baker would 
ensure order from Khartoum to the lake and that must one day be the 
first step towards the utilization of the vast regions which now yield 
only elephant tusks to Europe and females to the harems of Egypt, 
Turkey and Africa.50



140	 Islam, Orientalism and Intellectual History

According to Townsend, a well-established colonial government was needed 
for Britain’s full economic control over the Nile Valley. Written less than 
two decades before England occupied Egypt, and without regard for the 
business-like nature of the occupational project, Townsend’s comment 
anticipates such a colonial scheme and reflects the attitude already inher-
ent in the English public sphere toward exploiting Egyptian and Sudanese 
resources. Townsend’s comment also serves as a reminder that England’s 
occupation of Egypt was not a sudden or unexpected event as some histo-
rians have argued.51

As we have seen in Lane’s account, England’s interest in Egypt expressed 
itself not only in crude ‘business’ terms but in moral terms as well. Lady 
Lucie Duff Gordon’s Letters from Egypt (1862–69) is a good example of 
this nationalist tendency.52 In her letters, Lady Duff Gordon speaks about 
Egypt’s historical importance and relates it to the biblical past. Like Lane’s 
Account, Lady Duff Gordon’s Letters is written with a rhetoric of compassion 
and a desire to draw attention to the significance of Egypt’s ‘Judeo-Christian’ 
history. Her reference to Egypt’s impoverished inhabitants is calculated to 
provoke British sympathy for the cause of the Egyptian peasants. The wide 
circulation and favorable reception of her letters, especially among Unitar-
ians, led a reviewer to argue that “[T]he Asiatic can never be understood 
by those who hate him and the woman who thinks every Arab graceful and 
dignified will understand him far better than one who is only impressed by 
his … squalor.”53

Written from the perspective of a British traveler who identifies with 
the persecution of Egyptians under the Ottomans, Letters from Egypt pro-
vides a scathing criticism of Khedive Ismail (1863–79) who is known to 
have granted unprecedented privileges to Europeans in Egypt in his fre-
netic attempt to expand the country’s economic resources. One reference 
is remarkably clear throughout Lady Duff Gordon’s letters: heavy taxes and 
labor under corvée were imposed fiercely in Egypt in the 1860s; Ismail’s 
regime was so abusive of Egyptian peasants that they revolted against him. 
Lady Duff Gordon’s letters portray this miserable condition with unfailing 
lucidity and empathy towards her Egyptian hosts.54

Benefiting from an existing religious discourse and a rising middle class 
morality, Lady Duff Gordon’s travelogue includes three recurrent leitmo-
tifs. First, it triggers a kind of sympathy among Unitarian members of the 
nineteenth-century British community by comparing Egypt’s biblical past 
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to the present miserable conditions of its inhabitants. Secondly, it creates a 
‘global’ spirit of imperial authority and moral responsibility expressed by the 
British middle class; and finally, it underscores the horror of Ottoman atroc-
ities in Egypt. These leitmotifs are undoubtedly produced by an Orientalist 
épistémè. But what is new about them is that unlike Lane’s account, they are 
not the scholarly work of a premeditated ‘Orientalist’ mind. They are rather 
the writings of a female bourgeoise British subject advised to move to Egypt 
for medical reasons. Nonetheless, the letters still urge England to intervene 
to save Egypt from its ruthless Turks. Duff Gordon saw Egypt as “one vast 
‘plantation’ where the master works his slaves without even feeding them.”55

Inadvertently or not, her letters added a Christian element to England’s 
prospective colonial mission in Egypt, while still emphasizing the more 
urgent problem that faced the country: “I wish they could see the domi-
neering of the Greeks and Maltese as Christians… . There are plenty of 
other divisions besides that of Christian and Muslim. Here in Egypt it is 
clear enough: it is Arab versus Turk.”56 She “felt the ‘foot of the Turk’ heavy 
indeed”57 and ascribed much of Egypt’s dilemma to the abuses of the Otto-
man Empire: “The Sultan is worn out, and the Muslims here know it, and 
say it would be the best day for the Arabs if he were driven out; that after all 
a Turk never was the true … Commander of the Faithful.”58 Moreover, she 
played the role of the wise and faithful ambassadress in her letters, briefing 
the Queen as well as the British community of native support should Britain 
decide to “invade” Egypt:

Two great Sheykhs of Bishareen and Abab’deh came here and picked 
me up out walking alone. We went and sat in a field, and they begged 
me to communicate to the Queen of England that they would join 
her troops if she would invade Egypt. One laid my hand on his hand 
and said ‘Thou hast 3,000 men in thy hand.’ The other rules 10,000. 
They say there are 30,000 Arabs (bedaween) ready to join the English, 
for they fear that the Viceroy will try to work and rob them like the 
fellaheen, and if so they will fight to the last, or else go off into Syria. 
I was rather frightened – for them, I mean, and told them that our 
Queen could do nothing till 600 Sheykhs and 400 Ameers had talked 
in public – all whose talk was printed and read at Stambool and Cairo, 
and that they must not think of such a thing from our Queen, but if 
things became bad, it would be better for them to go off into Syria.59
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Lady Duff Gordon thus saw herself as the voice of Egypt and as a faithful 
eye-witness reporter to the Empire. While we do not know to what extent 
her letters had an effect on Britain’s policy in Egypt, there is no doubt that 
her account was more grist that came to the mill of pre-existing animosity 
towards the Ottoman Empire, serving both as a reminder of Britain’s ‘moral’ 
responsibility and a pretext for colonizing Egypt in 1882.

Immediately after Britain occupied Egypt, reference to this global spirit 
of moral responsibility was reaffirmed. In the Preface to the second edition 
of J.C. McCoan’s Egypt (1882, republished as Egypt As It Is), the publisher 
has this to say about Britain’s intervention in Egypt:

On the whole, that intervention has been wisely directed, and been 
the means of delivering the people from grinding oppressions, and 
laying the foundations of a better civilization. But human nature in 
Egypt is the same that it is elsewhere. The followers of Mohamet [sic] 
do not like to be under the rule of Christians, and the instinct of 
nationality among them is strong. The native populations revolt at 
seeing the Khedive under the sway of foreigners, who receive large 
salaries for administering the government according to European 
and Christian methods… . What will be the outcome, immediate or 
remote, of the conflict upon which England has entered, it would be 
idle to predict. That the Suez Canal will be protected for the world’s 
use, in any event, no doubt needs to be entertained… . Let us hope 
that, as a consequence of those changes, or in spite of them, the course 
of civilization and Christianity in the East may be promoted.

August 1, 1882.60

Prefacing McCoan’s already widely circulated book so that it would promote 
a war of “civilization and Christianity” against backwardness and Islam, this 
statement confirms the Christian-capitalist undertones of England’s ‘civiliz-
ing mission.’ Like Lady Duff Gordon’s letters, McCoan’s account carries 
an Orientalist epistemology, though with a different emphasis. The book’s 
re-publication and massive circulation testifies to the existence of a mili-
tant colonial current of Christendom in nineteenth-century England. This 
current embraces the mythical and imagined notion of a modern British 
morality with a historic mission of restoring Christianity and civilization to 
Egypt and thus, by implication, liberating it from barbarism and Islam. It is 
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obvious from this note that what kept the ‘idea’ of the British Empire intact 
was a sense of ‘high culture’ considered necessary no matter how it was 
achieved. Not only does the publisher relate Christianity to the Enlighten-
ment in a crude dehistoricized fashion, but he also manages to collapse them 
both into a secular mission manifested in imperialist ‘high culture.’ Because 
of that concept of colonial modernity, notions like geopolitical tenacity and 
pluralist cultural exclusivism did not perish or disappear from Britain. To 
many, including McCoan, the nineteenth-century English logo of colo-
nialism read as follows: “If you are not Christian, you are not civilized.” 
The irony is that this ecclesiastical coloniality somehow identifies itself as 
English or European at large, which would also make McCoan’s text read: 
“If you are not English or European, you are not Christian or civilized.” 
In other words, secular modernity has become Britain’s new Christianity. 
With this transformation, a new concept of history different from medieval 
Christian history is constructed in Britain, not of “God,” or of “man,” but 
of God’s Christian Englishman.

Within this framework, it is not difficult to guess how and why the 
‘scramble for Africa’ brought with it the desire to relate Europe to rational 
thinking and to find a legitimate genealogy tracing the history of thinking 
and the birth of the “idea” back to Ancient Greece. Centralizing Greece as 
the geophilosophical locus of Europe became the task of nineteenth-cen-
tury Orientalism. What is excluded from this history, as Said has painfully 
reminded us, is not just the “non-Christian,” but the non-European, the 
non-thinking, the non-West, and the non-civilized.61

Islam and Monstrosity
I began this chapter with a critique of the nationalist épistémè in British 
colonial thought in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. I then traced 
aspects of this coloniality in various literary, philological, and historiograph-
ical narratives by investigating its formative pillars. I now conclude with 
a well-known nineteenth-century literary text whose construction relies 
principally on the critique of humanity versus monstrosity: Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein (1817).

In this early nineteenth-century novel, Frankenstein’s famous imagina-
tive monster studies the account of creation in the Bible in order to argue 
with his maker, Victor, and to convince him to create a partner for him, 
akin to the biblical story of Adam and Eve. There is more irony to this story 
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than meets the eye.62 When the so-called monster runs away from Victor’s 
lab and takes shelter in a country cottage to avoid human contact after he 
realizes his own ugliness, he begins his educational journey into human-
ity by listening to French lessons given to an Arab woman by the name 
of Safie, a name which means in Arabic “pure” or “clear,” and, whether 
intentionally or not, implies the process of cleansing and purification that 
Safie is to undergo. Safie is presented in the novel as a woman who has been 
rescued from the barbarity of the Arab Islamic world and is now receiving 
her first lessons of humanization.63 But this humanization is presented as 
Westernization. It is as if Safie herself, and by proxy her entire background 
and tradition, were in a monster-stage, at the very starting point along the 
path of true human civilization:

Safie related, that her mother was a Christian Arab, seized and made a 
slave by the Turks; recommended by her beauty, she had won the heart 
of the father of Safie, who married her. The young girl spoke in high and 
enthusiastic terms of her mother, who, born in freedom, spurned the 
bondage to which she was now reduced. She instructed her daughter in 
the tenets of her religion, and taught her to aspire to higher powers of 
intellect and independence of spirit, forbidden to the female followers 
of Mahomet. This lady died. But her lessons were indelibly impressed 
on the mind of Safie, who sickened at the prospect of again returning to 
Asia, and being immured within the walls of a harem, allowed only to 
occupy herself with infantile amusements, ill suited to the temper of her 
soul, now accustomed to grand ideas and a noble emulation for virtue. 
The prospect of marrying a Christian, and remaining in a country where 
women were allowed to take a rank in society, was enchanting to her.64

As seen in this passage, Safie’s father, the only Muslim/Turk in Shelley’s 
novel, is reduced to a lusty, evil, treacherous opportunist willing to lie and 
break his promises to a noble Christian, Felix, a gallant and chivalrous young 
man ready to sacrifice his own life to save the lives of the Muslim Turk and 
his daughter. The unnamed father serves as a foil and a destroyer of a pure 
romantic love affair between the valiant Felix and Safie, who wish to marry. 
Safie is represented as resentful of her father’s Islam. She is an adherent of her 
mother’s Christianity, which according to the narrator is superior to Islam as 
it preaches virtue, freedom, and grand ideas. In short, British Christianity, or 
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Mary Shelley’s nineteenth century’s romanticized vision of it, is everything 
that Arabian Islam is not. If we add this to the education that Safie (and 
the monster in hiding) must receive, then the message is clear: the only 
path to civilization is one that involves Christianity, French lessons, Goethe’s 
Werther, and John Milton’s Paradise Lost. Shelley’s Safie and the monster are 
foreign samples in a lab of the grand project of modernity. They must master 
the knowledge of Western man to count as civilized humans.65

It is not an excuse that this novella was written by an 18-year-old who must 
have imbibed the cultural bias of her own society without much criticism. 
What we learn is that epistemic assumptions of hegemony and superiority are 
not new in colonial discourses. Many postcolonial writers, including Fanon 
and Said, addressed such issues in their respective critiques of colonial reason. 
Both Fanon and Said have provided insightful critiques of European colo-
nialism in Arab-Muslim countries like Algeria and Egypt. Fanon has rightly 
argued that “the colonial world is a world cut in two.”66 In this “two-ness,” the 
colonized are denied a space in European modernity, not only geographically, 
or in terms of social equity, but most importantly in terms of intellectual 
thought. For centuries, the Arab-Muslim world has been perceived as inca-
pable of complex philosophical thinking – a privilege reserved for the West 
– and therefore far removed from the intelligent principles and values of 
European civilization. According to this line of thought, which is not entirely 
different from what we currently see reflected in American and European 
media, Muslims are seen as disrespectful of the value of human life, irrational, 
unable to be reasoned with, and able to act only in terms of aggression, bar-
barism, and violence. Here again, Fanon is helpful. “All values,” he writes, 
“are irrevocably poisoned and diseased as soon as they are allowed in contact 
with the colonized race.”67 This disease has attacked the Muslim Other and 
made it an object of modern European discourse, produced and labeled in 
the West, then exported back to the Arab world to trigger a never-ending 
clash of the most flagrant kind between the West and Islam.68

In the end, British colonial thought became the “embarrassment” of its 
own modernity, not only in economic and political terms, but in terms 
of identity and culture. Imperialist discourse permeated eighteenth and 
nineteenth-century Britain and provided the raw material for its colonial 
adventures in Africa and Asia. Like all European forms of colonialism, the 
dialectic of European colonial legacy, the harm it did to ‘Other’ and ‘Self,’ 
has led to a negative construction of the Arab-Muslim world.
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Disciplining Islam

Colonial Egypt, a Case Study

Egypt served my turn.
You’ll never plumb the Oriental mind,
And if you did, it isn’t worth the toil.

Rudyard Kipling, “One Viceroy Resigns:  
Lord Dufferin to Lord Lansdowne”

There has never been a document of culture which was not at one and the 
same time a document of barbarism.

Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History”

The opportunity to represent and historicize Islam accurately across wide spans 
of space and time was limited due to the predominance of one-sided narra-
tives of colonial history. For England and France and their crony empires, this 
issue of bias stretches back at least as far as early modernity, perpetuated by 
the problematic disparity between popular representations of colonial history 
and the realities it excluded. Are we, therefore, trapped in a largely colonial 
historiography of Islam? What narratives of Islam and its relation to the colo-
nial West, mostly silenced to date at least within mainstream North American 
and European versions of history, might still be told? In order to answer these 
questions, one must first address such specific Eurocentric assessments of 
Islam which now tend to describe it – to use a more fashionable term given 
the political limitations on the category of ‘religion’ – as “globalized” Islam.

In this chapter I argue that the inherent contradiction between the lib-
eral ideals imported from Europe and the denial of fundamental rights and 
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privileges in the colonies are a main reason for the rise of postcolonial ten-
sion in the Arab-Muslim world today. The ravages of colonialism have been 
transformed into the nationalist rhetoric that the Arab-Muslim world lives 
by today, ideology that binds communities together and becomes almost a 
religion. This ‘religion’ is predicated on remembering the brutal perpetrations 
of colonial Europe. Every time those memories are invoked (in museums, TV 
series, or Friday sermons), a sense of resentment and indignation is rekindled. 
To the Arab-Muslim world, colonialism did not perish; it metamorphosed as 
cultural memory and like a dominant gene it still makes its imprints on every 
new generation despite the postnationalist attempts towards globalization.

The texts I deal with here embody such colonial tensions between Islam 
and the West. To the extent that colonial Europe’s influence on Islam is 
hemmed by a number of complex issues, including the conflict between 
modernity and traditional culture in addition to the conflict-ridden process 
of the emergence of versions of modernity and nationalism in the postÂ�
colonial Arab-Muslim world, it must follow that these narratives will offer 
an alternative history. Many postcolonial critics, including Homi Bhabha, 
Gayatri Spivak, and Ranajit Guha, suggest that this in fact is the case with 
colonialism in general, simply because the larger problem with colonial his-
toriography is that only the West controlled the keys of history and allowed 
no room for the non-Western.1 Said has previously argued that Islam, 
both in its Ottoman and Western colonial stages, came to be viewed as 
“encroachments upon Christian Europe” to the point that “what remained 
current about Islam was some necessarily diminished version of those great 
dangerous forces that it symbolized for Europe.”2 The task of rescuing the 
writing of modern Arab-Islamic historiography from the domination of the 
‘grand narratives’ of modernity and restoring it to history is far from over.

France: After the “Rude Awakening”:  
Napoléon’s “L’Orient” (1789–1801)

L’Organisation de l’Orient est, en somme, le fait capital de la période moderne.
(The organization of the Orient is, in sum, the principal fact of the modern 
period)3

In an essay on the Egyptian novelist Naguib Mahfouz, J.M. Coetzee links 
the emergence of narrative in Egypt to the country’s first contact with 
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Europe at the end of the eighteenth century. He regards this contact as the 
most defining moment of Egyptian modernity:

When Napoleon Bonaparte invaded Egypt in 1798, the slumbers of 
the Arab Near East were rudely awakened. Egypt, followed by the 
rest of the region, was forced to reorient itself away from Turkey and 
toward Europe. A body of secular European ideas – those that had 
inspired the French Revolution – broke through the barriers that had 
separated Islam from the West.4

Coetzee’s essay may lead one to question Coetzee’s assumption that during 
the one hundred and thirty years between Bonaparte’s invasion and 
Mahfouz’s novels, Egypt’s cultural and intellectual life was uniform and 
unproblematic. Still, one should not regard Coetzee’s argument as over-
reaching with respect to a complex tradition, especially if this tradition is 
not only foreign to him culturally and historically, but also linguistically, a 
fact that Coetzee himself modestly acknowledges. The emphasis on conti-
nuity and totalization we find in Coetzee is the result of a benign critical 
intention predicated on the need to find some past point of departure that 
makes the present more meaningful.

In fact, I find Coetzee’s trope to be a useful organizing principle precisely 
because it captures the double-edge: the rudeness of colonial violence to 
a predominantly Muslim society along with that society’s awakened inter-
est in science and technology. After all, broadly speaking, Coetzee is not 
incorrect. The “rude awakening” that he describes constitutes one of many 
threads of a well-executed imperialist project aimed at expanding European 
dominion through colonies in Africa. The cultural and intellectual currents, 
and modes of thoughts and behavior that were fashioned through them, 
were a reaction to this colonial modernity and still have a considerable 
impact on the Arab-Muslim world today. They can indeed be traced back to 
the Napoleonic Campaign.

While Egypt had been the African center of this European myth long 
before Bonaparte’s invasion, its first “rude awakening” actually happened not 
during but in the aftermath of the French occupation (1798–1801). In the 
few decades that followed Bonaparte’s three-year invasion, Egypt absorbed a 
range of Western ideas, concepts, and institutions considered by Europe to 
be inseparable from modernization. Some even argue that much of Egypt’s 
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cultural turmoil and unrest today derives from the irreconcilable funda-
mental difference between Arab Islamic conservatism and liberal secularism 
imparted by European colonialism since Bonaparte.5 To extend Coetzee’s 
argument even further, the French invasion must have triggered important 
questions among many Egyptians that scholars would try to answer over 
the next century. Al-Jabartī and al-Ṭahṭāwī, for instance, represent the first 
nineteenth-century scholarly generation that attempted to consider the 
Egyptian ‘self ’ in relationship to the French ‘Other.’ Among the questions 
that both scholars pose is whether a predominantly Muslim country like 
Egypt can become modern without having to internalize French modernity 
in its genealogical sense, that is, without losing itself to Western ideals and 
values and without having to live through the Enlightenment that produced 
France’s secularist and scientific knowledge in the first place.

To the extent that “the barriers that had separated (Ottoman) Islam from 
(a secular) West,” were indeed broken by Bonaparte’s three-year campaign, 
one should not overlook the imperialistic raison d’être of that campaign and 
its impact on Europe. Egypt had vital military and economic advantages 
for France.6 At that time, Egypt had strategic access to land and sea routes 
to Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, and India. The potential wealth of Egypt’s 
soil, especially in the Delta, coupled with a rich and partially discovered 
Pharaonic history that had long engaged Europe’s exotic curiosity, were all 
factors vital to France’s decision to occupy Egypt.

The fate of the Islamic Empire under the ‘sick man of Europe’ was reach-
ing a point of decline while Egypt was usurped and looted by its Mameluke 
rulers.7 In short, the time was ripe for France to ‘cultivate’ Egypt. But 
whether this cultivation is called modernization, organization or liquida-
tion, the looming demise of the Ottoman Empire was certainly a principal 
fact in the nineteenth century, and the French invasion of Egypt was a nota-
ble confirmation of that demise. The historian J. Christopher Herold sees 
the campaign as an inevitable result of Egypt’s appeal to France:

As far as Egypt was concerned, nearly all the memoranda advocated its 
acquisition and described it in the most glowing colours. The climate 
was salubrious; the potential productivity of the country was unlim-
ited; the population was submissive; new crops, such as indigo and 
sugar cane, could be raised; a canal from Suez to the Mediterranean 
could be constructed; thousands of enterprising Frenchmen could 
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settle there to cultivate the land and to trade in its goods; militarily, 
the operation presented no difficulty; rumors about endemic plague 
and trachoma were exaggerated if not false; and so forth.8

Herold’s account reveals the thorough and well-planned colonial project 
that modern France had conceived for Egypt and the Egyptians. It shows 
how Egypt, while still a central part of the Ottoman Empire, had already 
been imagined into a French future. In a sense, Egypt became the unwitting 
prey of an economically and militarily ambitious imperialism. The French 
Campaign in Egypt points to the emergence of a new type of occupational 
thinking in Western Europe where life in the land of the pre-modern or 
non-modern Other was no longer simply an object of epistemology; the act 
of studying the Other had transformed itself into an act of “acquisition,” to 
use Herold’s words.

In France’s colonial project, Egypt was no longer what it represented 
for its people or for the Ottoman Empire, but what it “could become” for 
France. The death-defying leap from theory to praxis once again failed: 
France’s colonial project in Egypt did not last more than three years, when 
in August of 1801, its troops were withdrawn from Egypt in accordance 
with the agreement signed by General Belliard with British and Turkish 
commanders on June 27 of the same year.9 When Napoleon received his 
crushing defeat in Waterloo in 1814, the balance of power in modern 
Europe tipped towards England. Henceforth, France’s ambitions in Africa 
were redefined and indeed supervised by England. When the Suez Canal 
project was finally put into effect by the French engineer Ferdinand de 
Lesseps 68 years later, it was clear that England, not France, had contrived 
its own colonial plans for Egypt.

The French Campaign was responsible, however, for another “rude 
awakening.” The ‘expedition’ (a problematic term usually used as a euphe-
mism to conceal the military nature of the French occupation and give it 
the veneer of an innocent exploratory mission) was not exclusively military. 
Nor was Bonaparte, only 29 years old at the time, a traditional army leader. 
A politician, a legislator, and above all, a patron of the sciences, Bonaparte 
had diverse interests in Egypt that displayed themselves in various fields. 
As the commanding general of the French Campaign, he aimed to estab-
lish a modern infrastructure in Egypt and liberate a country that deserved, 
he claimed, better treatment from its leaders, the Mamelukes, who again 
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according to Bonaparte, desecrated the land and abused its inhabitants. In 
reality, however, part of Bonaparte’s expansionist program was to expand 
the French Republic by adding to his country’s patrimony a significant part 
of civilization still undiscovered at that time. Thus, in addition to the army, 
500 French savants traveled on board the Orient, with 19 civil engineers and 
16 cartographers, under the leadership of Gaspard Monge, France’s most 
renowned scientist at the time.10

If the Napoleonic Campaign was the first occasion in modern history 
when Islam clashed with the West, it is crucial to mention that the confron-
tation with France took place on many levels: military, scientific, linguistic, 
cultural, and political. It was not just the defeat of sword-carrying, mounted 
mamālīk that alerted the Egyptians to their own vulnerability and that of 
their leaders. Just as crucial was the sudden introduction of different ways 
of life, different behavior, different systems of management and research, 
and new technological instruments, all of which left a tremendous impact 
on every aspect of the nation’s life, leading eventually to its nahḍa (awaken-
ing/renaissance) in the nineteenth century. But before that nahḍa, in fact in 
order for it to emerge, a significant phase of self-assessment had to take place.

Figure 5.1â•‡ Ferdinand de Lesseps in Alexandria (1865)
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The French as Other: Al-Jabartī’s Muslim Gaze
While there are indeed compelling reasons to consider 1798 a year of Egyp-
tian awakening, it is a mistake to attribute the rise of modern Egyptian 
thought to the Napoleonic Campaign alone.11 During Napoleon’s years in 
Egypt, a time of collective indignation against the French colonizer, liberal-
ism was still a growing concept in Europe. Although Bonaparte’s campaign 
did bring seeds of cultural and political liberalism to Egypt, it took almost 
a century for Egypt’s political consciousness to produce liberalism in the 
modern sense. One of the campaign’s most lasting effects was to show that 
new sources of power, new ways of thinking, and new methods of pro-
duction and management could make Egypt a much better place to reside 
in. When the French Campaign ended in 1801, Egyptians were still far 
from conceiving their own project of modernity, but they had been pushed 
towards a different way of thinking because of that French Other. Whether 
rejecting or assimilating French colonization, a kind of ‘thinking other-
wise’ evolved that would later serve as a baseline for intellectual and literary 
modernity.

Historiographically, we see a kernel of modern thought in the Egyptian 
critique of the sociopolitical implications of the French Campaign. Thanks 
to the encounter with France, an Egyptian historian, ‘Abd al-Raḥmān 
al-Jabartī, lays bare the false pretense of his Mameluke rulers who failed to 
act like “true Muslims” while commending the courage and discipline of 
the French, who did. This contradiction between eschatological theory and 
practice (something that al-Jabartī’s intellectual successor, Rifā‘a al-Ṭahṭāwī, 
would not fail to underscore) invites critical self-evaluation and rigorous 
critique not just of Self versus Other but also of ‘actual’ versus ‘ideal.’ A kind 
of Egyptian Enlightenment would soon emerge and express itself in many 
aspects of modern Egyptian life, with emphasis on the desire to reconsider 
and reevaluate the country’s glorified religious tradition.

Seeing the French vis-à-vis the Ottomans and the Mamelukes provided 
‘Abd al-Raḥmān al-Jabartī (1754–1825/6) with an opportunity to assess 
the primary impact of the West upon Islam, making him the first Egyptian 
Muslim to write about the clash of cultures between the East and the West 
in modern history. In three volumes, al-Jabartī writes a history of the French 
Campaign from within and provides an account of “someone,” as Said puts 
it adeptly, “who paid the price, was figuratively captured and vanquished.”12 
I will not endeavor, as did Said, to compare al-Jabartī’s chronicle with the 
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French Campaign’s Description de l’Egypte, for I believe that these are two 
completely different kinds of writing. I do, however, agree that the proto-
scientific spirit with which Le Description was written is no guarantee for 
its objectivity. It is also important to emphasize that al-Jabartī was not in 
fact ignored by Napoleon, as Said believes he was, since the former’s book 
was not written during the French occupation. In fact, al-Jabartī started 
‘Ajā’ib al-Āthār fī al-Tarājim wa-l-Akhbār [Wondrous chronicles of biogra-
phies and accounts] in 1805, four years after the French army had evacuated 
Egypt, and did not finish it until shortly before his death in 1825/26.

Al-Jabartī’s text is important because it offers a better understanding of 
the dynamics of confrontation between Islam and the secular West at the 
outset of the nineteenth century. His chronicle becomes an example of how 
fascination with the modern is counterpoised with Islamic conservatism. In 
fact the very title of his work, ‘Ajā’ib (wonders), is already an Islamic judg-
ment on the French experience in Egypt. In the Islamic tradition, the term 

‘ajā’ib refers to unfamiliar, irrational, and new matters that faithful Muslims 
must approach with caution, unless they come from God. The term was also 
used in the same manner in Alf Layla wa Layla [A thousand and one nights] 
as well as by Ibn Baṭṭūṭa, the fourteenth–century traveler and scholar, 
in his book Tuḥfat al-Nuẓār fī gharā’ib al-amṣār wa ‘ajā’b al-Asfār [A gift 
for the voyeurs who contemplate the marvels of cities and the wonders of 
travelling], which is often simply referred to as al-Riḥla [The journey].The 
lexicographer al-Aṣfhānī defines the use of the noun ‘ajab in Arabic as “the 
condition of man’s exposure to something unkown,” and adds that “‘ajab or 
ta‘jjub cannot be ascribed to Allāh because he is all-knowing.”13 The Arabic 
root ‘a-j-b, from which the term derives, has a specifically negative connota-
tion in Islam, especially in the Qur’ān and the Ḥadīth. In this sense, both 
‘ajība (wonder) and the related term bid‘a (something new, strange) imply 
charlatanism or superficial admiration. When al-Jabartī uses the word ‘ajā’ib 
to describe the content of his narrative, he also labels it as lexicon of danger, 
one that should rally Muslims around their faith in the very act of reading 
the text. It is as if he were saying ‘what you are about to read is new, strange, 
and will fascinate you, but it should only it make you a better Muslim and 
hold on to your faith more strongly,’ thus invoking a restoration of faith 
in divinity despite the inexplicability and unfamiliarity of the new objects 
witnessed. This is because cajā’ib by virtue of their extraordinary phenom-
enalism have the power to shake one’s faith.
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It appears that in writing the first Islamic narrative of the French Expedi-
tion, al-Jabartī was drawn mainly by the disciplined thought that governed 
the French throughout their occupation of Egypt. This interest is seen in 
comparison to the noticeable condition of decline that existed in Egypt, 
politically, militarily, and administratively. Ironically enough, the book is an 
excellent record of the Frenchmen’s acts of bravery and gallantry in compari-
son to the Muslim Mamelukes:

Then came Saturday morning. By then [the French] had reached Umm 
Dinār. There were many people and the event was enormous. Untold 
and indescribable numbers of people from Būlāq and its surround-
ings, east and west, gathered for that day… . The Ghuzz, soldiers and 
Mamelukes also amassed at both banks, but their will was weakened, 
their hearts detracted, their opinions divided. They were envious of 
one another, worried about their own lives and well-being, sunk in 
their ignorance and conceit, overconfident in their tattered clothes 
and self-importance, concerned about the decrease in their numbers, 
thoughtless of the consequences, disrespecting of their enemy, and 
corrupt both in their thinking and their standpoints. They were the 
complete opposite of the other group, the French, who actually acted 
as if they were sincere followers of the Islamic nation (umma) in the 
early years of Islam, seeing themselves as true fighters, showing no fear 
of the numbers of their enemy and revealing no discouragement by 
the death of their fellow French fighters.14

As one can see from al-Jabartī’s critique, the Mamelukes suffered from a 
naïve underestimate of the power of their enemy and of their own, coupled 
with a clear sense of overweening pride. “The piquancy of the situation,” 
notes the eminent historian Arnold Toynbee, “lay in the fact that the French 
had descended in Egypt before – in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries – at 
a time when they had been the inferiors of the Orientals in general civiliza-
tion, not excluding the art of war.” Toynbee describes the medieval French 
Knight as a “clumsier and less expert version of the Mameluke” and as one 
who had “been badly beaten and had abandoned the attempt to conquer 
Egypt as a total failure.” But that was 550 years before. It took the French 
soldier more than half a millennium to “metamorphose from the Frank of 
1250 into the Westerner of 1789.” During those five centuries, however, the 



156	 Islam, Orientalism and Intellectual History

Mamelukes did not know this. Consequently, when they received news that 
Bonaparte had decided to invade Egypt by way of Alexandria, the Mame-
lukes proposed to deal with him as their ancestors had dealt with Saint-Louis. 
They rode out confidently to trample his army under their horses’ hoofs, 
only to encounter not men (as they conceived of human capacity in 1798) 
but creatures armed with all the incomprehensible and irresistible powers 
of what Toynbee refers to as “Mr. Wells’s ‘Martians’.” Egypt became a bat-
tleground on which French supermen and Egyptian cavemen engaged one 
another.15

In a socio-political assessment of the war, al-Jabartī writes that the 
French enjoyed a different level of freedom than the Egyptians. 
Although al-Jabartī cites extreme instances of this freedom he com-
mends the French for acting according to the dictates of reason and 
rationality. Although al-Jabartī admires many characteristics in the 
French occupier, including their devotion to science and the arts, 
and to social, political, and legal systems, he could not forgive their 
cultural permissiveness that violated his Islamic tradition. According 
to the historian André Raymond, “the Frenchmen’s lust for Egyptian 
women turned into a kind of obsession that consumed a great deal of 
their energy and money.”16

This “obsession” played a major part in souring the French–Egyptian rela-
tion, especially when the French soldiers were saturated with more than eight 
decades of Orientalist fantasies of sexually uninhibited Egyptian/Arabian 
women since Antoine Galland’s introduction of Les Mille et une nuits, contes 
arabes traduits en français (“Thousand and one nights, Arab stories translated 
into French”) to French readers. Galland’s work is the first European transla-
tion of A Thousand and One Nights (1704–17).17 According to al-Jabartī, the 
French army expected a Scheherazade or a Cleopatra at every corner. Despite 
their high hopes for the so-called Egyptian dream, “the resources afforded 
by the Mameluke’s harems, did not prove as copious as the [French] army 
had expected.”18 Al-Jabartī’s chronicle records numerous examples of French 
behavior he finds completely inappropriate and immoral:

Their women wear no veils or decent clothing. They do not even 
seem to care about revealing their private parts. When someone had 
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to respond to the call of nature, he would do so anywhere, even in 
full sight of people. And when he is finished, he would leave without 
cleaning himself, unless he happened to be a well-cultured man; then 
he may wipe himself with a piece of paper with writing on it if avail-
able, and otherwise he would just go about unclean. Their men sleep 
with any women they like and vice versa, and sometimes a woman 
would go to the barber’s and ask him to shave her private parts, offer-
ing to pay him if he liked.19

As can be seen from this quotation, most of the problematic behavior 
al-Jabartī reports about the men and women of the French Campaign 
pertain to their interaction with Muslim Egyptians and to their public 
demeanor, especially when it comes to male and female dress codes and 
ethics. Al-Jabartī’s dismay over the loss of traditional gender barriers is 
clearly pronounced. Much of his concern stems from the fear that French 
women’s behavior in Egypt would influence Muslim Egyptian women and 
cause them to be unveiled:

Among the [the new negative influences] are the lack of decency and 
shame when it comes the manners of their [French women] dressings. 
When the French occupied Egypt, some soldiers brought their women 
with them. Their faces were unveiled, they would wear colorful dresses, 
hold colored handkerchiefs, and cover their shoulders with adorned 
and dyed kashmir pieces. [The French women] would ride horses and 
donkeys with violence, while laughing, giggling, and flirting with the 
grooms and low-class public. They soon attracted the minds and hearts 
of the impulsive and unchaste women who mingled with them.20

Thus al-Jabartī, despite his seeming broadmindedness and acceptance of 
some aspects of French modernity, still shows reservation when it comes 
to modesty and propriety, especially the threat of changing gender roles 
and social behavior. This degree of conservatism against French women’s 
manners and dress codes puts al-Jabartī at risk of being labeled with one-
dimensionality. André Raymond, for instance, disagrees with al-Jabartī on 
the degree and the extent of French (im)morality in Egypt, although he still 
finds the occupation to be pernicious and uncaring when it comes to the 
so-called civilization mission:
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It is without a doubt excessive to suggest, as did al-Jabarti [sic], that 
the French occupation was a project deliberately intent on demoraliz-
ing Egypt by debasing the status of Islam, encouraging loose morality, 
and destroying its social structure. Yet, one could not say that in prac-
tice, the occupation was really supportive of Egypt’s achievement of a 
high level of civilization, a declared objective of the French.21

What Raymond describes as “excessive” in al-Jabartī’s account opens the 
door for reflection on the relationality of moral judgment in general. It is 
important to remember that by virtue of his training, al-Jabartī can only 
resort to the sharī‘a and to formative principles of right and wrong based 
on Islam as it was practiced in Egypt when he evaluates the behavior and 
manners of the French in Egypt. What is still astonishingly novel in the long 
and closed-off tradition of Arab-Islamic historiography, perhaps since the 
time of Ibn Khaldūn, is al-Jabartī’’s unprecedented success in overcoming 
the limits of his inherited discipline and in recording, despite some obvious 
reservations, many of the French occupiers’ merits, especially in matters of 
science and combat.

Reading al-Jabartī’s ‘Ajā’ib leaves us with no doubt that in the eyes of a 
Muslim man, the French remain a foreign Other, one whose social behavior 
is shocking to a predominantly conservative Self. Still, a close reading reveals 
that this Other is far from an object of xenophobia. Al-Jabartī repeatedly 
hails the French as “more Muslim” and more gallant in their combat than 
the Mamelukes themselves. Despite his limited vision of the entire colonial 
event, al-Jabartī enjoys a sense of historical objectivity which allows him 
to see the occupying Other as an enemy with a high sense of discipline 
and order, a desire for justice, and a devotion to knowledge and scientific 
research. Admittedly, al-Jabartī’s argumentative logic often appears provin-
cial, and his sole criterion for judgment is Islamic morality. Yet in al-Jabartī’s 
writing we see what was in a way the most significant contribution of the 
French occupation. It was only the clash with colonial France that opened 
a window for critical thinking in modern Islamic historiography, allowing 
al-Jabartī to report the tyranny and the greed of his country’s leaders, lay 
bare the myth of their invincibility, and expose their anarchic dispositions 
and vicious exploitations of the Egyptian fallāḥīn (peasants).22

We also see al-Jabartī’s commitment to recording the experience of 
French occupation without the use of monolithic or polemical thinking in 
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other telling ways. The scope of new ideas that the French brought was far-
reaching, as evidenced by al-Jabartī’s description of an experiment that he 
and a group of friends witnessed in a French lab:

Among the strange things I have seen in this place is the sight of one of 
their scientists holding a vial containing what appears to be water. He 
then poured some of it in a cup and mixed it with some other liquid 
from another vial. All of a sudden, the water rose while colored smoke 
began to soar out of the cup until it finally evaporated and the water in 
the cup was dry and turned into a yellow stone. He took the stone out 
of the cup, so we could all feel it with our own hands and see it with our 
own eyes. Then he did the same thing with another kind of water, and 
turned it into a red (yāqūt) stone. And then he took a very small por-
tion of white dust, placed it on a table and hit it gently with a hammer. 
It made a terrifying noise that resembles the dying of “al-Qarabana.”23 
It scared us all and they laughed at us. They have strange devices and 
chemical combinations with effects that far exceed our minds.24

The salient aspect of this account is a fascination whose source al-Jabartī 
accords a certain level of respect – in fact an unequivocal acknowledgment of 
mental superiority or precedence – for a new and different way of thinking 
capable of manipulating science to an amazing degree that both fascinates 
and bewilders the Egyptians. This does not simply mean that Egypt was at 
a different social and scientific level from Europe, but that the result of the 
Napoleonic invasion must have been shocking and disturbing as well. Based 
on al-Jabartī’s narrative, there is therefore a significant benefit to the French 
presence: the importation of a new kind of knowledge. This knowledge com-
pelled the Egyptians to face themselves and evaluate their historical position. 
Al-Jabartī’s chronicle records this epistemological gain with as much precision 
as could be expected from a highly educated scholar of his time. He vividly 
describes his daily comings and goings in occupied Cairo, notably his visits to 
the Egyptian Scientific Society, which the French established in Cairo.

Indeed, there are moments in the narrative when it almost seems that 
no invasion has taken place and that Islam and secular Europe have suc-
cessfully come together in Egypt. In an almost nostalgic spirit, al-Jabartī 
recounts how he spent his time reading and visiting the Museum of Natural 
History annexed to the Society; how he studied the paintings of French 
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artists like Denon, Dutertre, Redoutè, and Rigo; and how he observed the 
chemistry and physics laboratories brought by the French, trying to learn 
how electricity was generated. In his ‘Ajā’ib, al-Jabartī was careful to docu-
ment the names of every researcher and scientist he encountered. These 
include natural scientists like Berthollet, Conté, Dolomieu, Geoffroy Saint-
Hilaire, and Desgenettes; surgeons like Dubois and Larrey; astronomers like 
Nouet; mathematicians like Monge; entomologists like Savigny; chemists 
like Decotiles; botanists like Delille; and engineers like Champy. Al-Jabartī 
sometimes visited the Society alone, sometimes with fellow Egyptian schol-
ars like al-Shaykh al-Sadāt and al-Shaykh Ḥasan al-‘Aṭṭār, and sometimes 
with his friend Ismā‘īl al-Khashshāb, an Egyptian poet. The latter’s fascina-
tion with the French and with their scientific modernity was so high that he 
composed a poem in praise of Rigo, the expedition’s official painter.25

But in the end, no amount of transferred knowledge can mitigate the 
cruel fact of colonialism. As Raymond says, “il n’y a pas d’occupation heu-
reuse” (there is no happy occupation). This statement sums up the fact that 
French modernity could not justify its invasion of Egypt. As part of his 
short-lived campaign, though, Bonaparte did what he could to convince 
Muslim Egyptians of his mission civilisatrice. He tried to affirm the non-
Christian nature of his campaign by citing his abhorrence of the Pope and of 
the Knights of Malta. He even used the Arabic language to make sure that 
the Egyptians would understand that he was not a crusader and had in fact 
destroyed the papal chair of Malta and Greece en route to Egypt. “Napoleon 
tried everywhere,” writes Said, “to prove that he was fighting for Islam, every-
thing he said was translated into Koranic Arabic, just as the French army was 
urged by its command always to remember the Islamic sensibility.”26 In his 
messages to the Egyptians, he did all he could to win the Egyptians’ hearts:

Dear Egyptians, they may tell you that I only came to this part [of the 
world] with the aim of eliminating your religion. This is a lie, so do 
not believe it, and tell those liars that I am here only to save your rights 
and to free you from the tyrants, and that I worship God Almighty 
and respect his prophet Muḥammad and the glorious Qur’an more 
than the Mamelukes themselves.27

Egyptians, who had more than one occasion to see the French as invaders 
acting in contradiction to religious principles, were extremely suspicious 
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and distrustful of such rhetoric. Acting as a good old-fashioned colonialist, 
Bonaparte could only be received with vehement aggression on the part 
of a people who saw him as a destroyer of their land and religions. It was 
not exactly “from the first moment that the armée d’Egypte appeared on 
the Egyptian horizon,” as Said argues, that “every effort was made to con-
vince the Muslims that ‘nous sommes les vrais musulmans,’ as Bonaparte’s 
proclamation of July 2, 1798, put it to the people of Alexandria.”28 The 
French colonizers’ first action was an immediate manifestation of power in 
the public killing of Muḥammad Kurayyim, the governor of Alexandria, 
who refused to surrender the city and fought a lost battle against the French 
army. Kurayyim was soon shot by the French army in a public square in 
Cairo on September 6, 1798. The murder of Kurayyim sparked the Cairo 
Revolution against Napoleon and his army.29

The Egyptian writer ‘Abd al-Muḥsin Ṭāhā Badr attributes this hostility 
to the Egyptians’ lack of preparedness and to their suspicions that Napoleon 
was a cold-blooded, apathetic occupier:

It was not only the Egyptians’ aggressive attitude that weakened the 
effects of the French Campaign, but its effects were also weakened by 
the Egyptians’ lack of cultural readiness and lack of ability to understand 
the behaviors of the French which appeared extremely abnormal to the 
Egyptians. The Egyptians’ provocation over such manners manifested 
itself in the simplest of all activities performed by the French, such as 
cleaning the streets and providing lamp-posts in front of houses. It is 
not strange that al-Jabartī himself would sound provoked, shocked, 
and appalled when recounting the behavior of French women, their 
un-veiledness, their interference in matters of government, and their 
influence on some Egyptian women who emulated them.30

These, and many other ‘ajā’ib, or ‘novel’ products in commodities and serv-
ices, were in fact too modern and too suspicious to be immediately accepted 
and practiced by Muslim Egyptians at large.31 In this context it is impor-
tant to emphasize that al-Jabartī’s text is not a record of a “confrontation 
between Christendom and Islam,”32 as some may argue – though al-Jabartī 
maintained his quintessentially Islamic outlook throughout – but rather 
reflects a love-hate relationship, or perhaps a fusion of fascination, con-
tempt, and fear of the foreign occupier. Al-Jabartī is typical of intellectuals 
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who do not know how to respond to cultures outside their own domain. 
But he is intelligent enough to see that the French soldiers never cared to 
intervene in the religious rituals of the Egyptians, that the French army was 
not attired in white gowns with red crosses to obliterate Islam, and that it 
had more dedication to science and knowledge than theology. In fact, when 
France invaded Egypt, the life of typical Egyptian fallāḥīn was comprised of 
back-breaking toil in the fields from sunrise to sunset. The idea that coloni-
zation by a foreign power was a necessary price to pay in return for a better 
life bewildered them. It appeared to the fallāḥīn that Bonaparte wanted to 
destroy their familiar settings and replace them with new administrative 
systems modeled on France. Therefore, the fallāḥīn could only comprehend 
the French presence in terms of good versus evil. Whether Napoleon was 
believed by the Egyptians or not, thanks to al-Jabartī’s ‘Ajā’ib (Wonders), 
one can see how this expansionist Bonapartism brought forth part of an 
“other” world with its advanced science and technology and exposed it 
to the full view of all Egyptians, something never heard or seen before in 
the Arab-Muslim world, and something that would change the course of 
Islam’s sociopolitical and cultural history for generations to come.

The British Empire and the Ruses of Denshawai
With the English occupation, Egypt’s colonial history repeats itself and 
comes full circle in less than half a century. The Ottomans’ use and abuse 
of native Egyptian peasants justified the 1798 Napoleonic Campaign. Now, 
according to England, France proposed to abuse native Egyptians in digging 
the Canal. In this cynical game of imperialism, France played the role of 
the enemy that Istanbul had played some fifty years before. France’s abusive 
Canal project in turn provided the moral pretext for Britain’s intervention. 
Like France before it, England fashioned its so-called ‘humane mission’ in 
Egypt into the noble act of saving the country’s native inhabitants from the 
grip of pashas and ‘foreigners.’

In what follows, I re-open the question of the ‘humane mission’ with a 
case study of the (in)famous massacre that took place in Egypt during the 
early days of English colonialism, namely the Denshawai affair of 1906. I 
examine some texts that thematize the affair and its appropriation in colonial 
and postcolonial narratives. I aim to investigate how cumulative historiog-
raphies of the Denshawai affair, in newspaper reports and editorials, poems, 
songs, speeches, and sermons, reflect the manner in which various classes 
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(Ottoman, Muslim, Coptic, non-Coptic Christian, and secular political 
elites as well as peasants) contributed to a nationalistic rubric for the first 
time in the history of modern Egypt. The texts I focus on here include vol. 
137 of the 1906 Parliamentary Papers of the House of Commons; Hāfiz 
Ibrāhīm’s The Denshawai Event (1906); Ahmad Shawqī’s Denshawai’s Anni-
versary (1907); Mahmūd Ṭāhir Ḥaqqī’s The Virgin of Denshawai (1906); and 
Bernard Shaw’s ‘Preface for Politicians’ in John Bull’s Other Island (1907).33

Central to my argument is the proposition that historical ‘authenticity’ 
does not lie in faithful or scientifically approved methods of writing history. 
In many ways, all the texts just mentioned offer a history. But the nuances 
that surface in the very act of representing Denshawai become more impor-
tant than the superficial sequences of causality that characterize common 
writings recounting any event. Although the Denshawai affair is more than 
simply an occasion to elaborate on colonial encounters between Islam and 
the West, I would like to apply the abstract assumptions of many of these 
theories to a re-reading of this particular portion of Egypt’s history which is 
also an important, yet less studied event in Britain’s colonial history.

The Denshawai affair involved a clash between English officers and peas-
ants. A number of English officers went pigeon-shooting in Denshawai, 
an Egyptian village in the mid-Delta region, and ended up setting fire to a 
threshing floor. In the subsequent confusion, one of the English officers was 
killed. Lord Cromer, the British Commissioner at the time, decided to teach 
the Egyptian peasants a lesson. A tribunal was held in Shibīn al-Kumm, a 
district close to Denshawai, where the incident is said to have taken place. 
Four men were sentenced to death and 50 to flogging and imprisonment. 
The condemned were hanged and whipped in front of their families in their 
own village.34

Some brief remarks on the nature of British colonialism will help put the 
event in its cultural and historical context. A highly sophisticated machinery 
that functioned differently in different nations, the British Empire pro-
vided a complex system of government. This complexity is best exemplified 
by Hannah Arendt’s study of the trajectory of modern British and other 
European colonialisms and their connection to global conquest and expan-
sionism. With respect to Africa more particularly, Arendt traces two main 
political tools of imperialistic government: scientific racism, and scientific 
bureaucracy.35 The latter applies to predominantly Muslim countries like 
Algeria, Egypt, and the Sudan; the former to certain subjects whose looks 
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and manners were viewed as shocking, frightful, non-human, and strikingly 
dissimilar to Europeans.

Arendt does not really state that these distinct Western justifications 
for colonialism yielded different kinds of colonialism or different colonial 
enterprises. Nor does she explain how colonial administrations are different. 
But one could infer that racism and bureaucracy play a significant role in 
the assimilation of local elite and/or in the assumptions of whether or not 
the natives are capable of ‘civilization.’ Arendt’s attribution of bureaucratic 
efficiency to England’s civilizing agenda in Egypt and other Muslim coun-
tries suggests a link between a secular form of government and the discourse 
of modernity more generally.

Figure 5.2â•‡ Photographs of the executions at Denshawai. Above: the hanging of 
Zahrān, one of the four fallāḥīn sentenced to death. Below: village guards and 
dignitaries observing the executions.
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Cromer and the Logic of Victorian Colonialism
In imperialistic discourse, the link between administration and moder-
nity points to the transition from barbarism to so-called ‘enlightenment.’ 
As an apparatus of government, bureaucracy becomes the demarcation 
line dividing European humanity from Arab-Muslim subhumanity. This 
dichotomy is summed up most emphatically, both with absolute convic-
tion and vigor, in the writings of Lord Cromer. His two-volume work on 
Egypt published in 1908, at the end of over 20 years of service as British 
commissioner, is the most interesting witness to Arendt’s category of sci-
entificity, namely, European colonialism’s use of modern bureaucracy to 
justify colonial aggression:

Looking to the special intricacies of the Egyptian system of govern-
ment, to the license of the local press, to the ignorance and credulity 
of the mass of the Egyptian population, to the absence of Egyptian 
statesmen capable of controlling the Egyptian society and of guid-
ing the very complicated machine of government, it appears to me 
impossible to blind oneself to the fact that the Egypt of today is very 
different from the Egypt of the pre-occupation days. A return to per-
sonal rule of the oriental type would create a revolution… . It may be 
that at some future period the Egyptians may be rendered capable of 
governing themselves without the presence of a foreign army in their 
midst, and without foreign guidance in civil and military Affairs; but 
that period is far distant… . It is a contradiction in terms to describe a 
country as self-governing when all its most important laws are passed, 
not by any of its inhabitants or by any institutions existing within its 
own confines, but by the governments and legislative institutions of 
sixteen foreign powers.36

Cromer repeatedly emphasizes the significant change in government his rule 
had brought about and its difference from an ‘oriental’ or ‘Islamic’ type of 
rule. This change of governments is part and parcel of the civilizing mission. 
Cromer’s outlook on Egyptian government reveals an obvious fact: modern 
British colonization presents itself as a ‘civilizing project.’ The first requirement 
of this project is the establishment of a centrally organized political system 
which replaces people’s primary and traditional loyalty to family, religion, or 
even communal associations with their loyalty to a civilized modern state.
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It is easy in this respect to see Cromer as a product of the Eurocen-
tric ‘épistémè’ when it comes to the question of civilization. Cromer, who 
spent 24 years in Egypt, not only accepted the Orientalist stereotype of the 
‘ignorance and credulity of all Egyptians,’ but promoted it by seeking to 
transform Egypt into ‘governable forms’ that might in the very long run be 
capable of achieving ‘eventual autonomy.’ With knowledge of at least four 
languages, including Arabic, and with a remarkable versatility that shows 
itself in every Latin insertion in his two-volume text, Cromer makes one 
wonder how he could have ignored, or at least used so triumphantly and so 
reductively, a word like ‘civilization’ with its rich historical implications that 
extend far beyond two centuries of British expansionism. And yet Cromer 
as an individual is not to blame. Imperialism subjugates not only the colo-
nized, but the people who serve it as well. In his farewell speech on May 4, 
1907, delivered at the Opera House in Cairo, Cromer echoes the same intel-
lectual hubris that characterized both his government and his anti-Islamic 
discourse on Egypt:

Can any sane man believe that a country which has for centuries past 
been exposed to the worst forms of misgovernment at the hands of 

Figure 5.3â•‡ Lord Cromer
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its rulers, from Pharaohs to Pashas, and in which, but ten years ago, 
only 9.5 per cent of the men and 3 per cent of the women could read 
and write, is capable of suddenly springing into a position which will 
enable it to exercise full right of autonomy?37

Though Cromer emphasizes the low literacy rates and the bad leadership 
that preceded his rule of Egypt, his rhetoric still belongs to a belief system 
that views non-Europeans as subordinate and peripheral. It is no wonder 
that his provocative discourse provoked cultural resistance. The April 12, 
1907 issue of the newspaper al-Liwā’ includes an article by Muṣṭafā Kāmil, 
the leader of the Egyptian nationalists at the time, denouncing Cromer’s 
unforgivable practices in Egypt. Kāmil describes him as a destroyer of 
peace, a hater of Islam, and above all, a careless imperialist who seeks the 
welfare of his empire at the expense of the destitution and effacement of 
all Egyptians:

What shall we remember of the policy of Lord Cromer in Egypt? We 
shall remember that he is the one who struck the Khedivial throne 
with an iron hand. We shall remember that he invaded the Sudan 
using our own people and our own wealth and then deprived us of all 
sovereignty there. We shall remember that he deprived the Egyptian 
government and the National Ministry of its proper power. We shall 
remember that he denied the poor the right to education and fought 
against the use of Arabic language. We shall remember that he accused 
Egyptians of imbecility and infantile thinking, and pronounced to the 
world the superiority of the Englishman over the Egyptian. We shall 
remember that he ridiculed Islam and strove to abolish national senti-
ments and prevent the nation from having a representative voice.38

Kāmil contends that Cromer’s long-term project to produce an Egypt mod-
eled on the British example is at best utopic and unrealistic in a country 
whose people are looked down upon and treated as subhuman. Cromer’s 
‘modern’ project, which consists of changing Egypt from “a personal rule 
of the oriental type” to a system in which “the Egyptians may be rendered 
capable of governing themselves without the presence of a foreign army,” 
reveals itself to be nothing but a project of imperialistic expansion. On more 
than one occasion in his book, Cromer refers to the degree of modernity 
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that Egypt has achieved since its introduction to Western civilization at the 
hands of England. He writes:

No one can fully realize the extent of the change that has come over 
Egypt since the British occupation took place unless he is in some 
degree familiar with the system under which the country was gov-
erned in the days of Ismail Pasha. The contrast between now and then 
is indeed, remarkable. A new spirit has been instilled into the popu-
lation of Egypt. Even the peasant has learnt to scan his rights. Even 
the Pasha has learned that others besides himself have rights which 
must be respected. The Courbash [whip] may hang on the walls of the 
Moudirieh [Police Station], but the Moudir [head of Police Depart-
ment] no longer dares to employ it on the back of fellaheen. All these 
things have been accomplished by a small body of Englishmen who 
devoted their energies to the work of Egyptian regeneration.39

Cromer’s language celebrates British chivalry and makes of the Egyptian 
people an object of colonial knowledge. The reference to the rights of the 
Egyptians and the redemption of the fallāḥīn (peasants) from elitist abuses 
is a valid one, so one must conclude that humanity is not denied to the 

Figure 5.4â•‡ British troops at the Giza Pyramids after the bombardment of 
Alexandria in 1882



	 Disciplining Islam� 169

Egyptians after all. It is nevertheless assumed that one should credit Britain 
for regenerating Egypt and for the administration of new human and liberal 
values. The administrative system introduced by Britain, especially the legal 
system in the Denshawai case, played an important role in institutionalizing 
the European paradigm and in doing away with existing norms.40

Denshawai and Islamic Nationalism
One can distinguish two dominant veins of historical narratives competing 
to represent those early encounters between Egypt and Britain. The first, as 
we have seen, is the British version of the colonial mission and its language 
of legitimation in Cromer’s work Modern Egypt and in the Parliamentary 
Papers. The second is the bourgeois nationalist elitism of Egypt, which cred-
its itself with serving the cause of the Egyptian people and leading them 
from colonial domination to freedom through national and international 
campaigns: Muṣṭafā Kāmil and Mahmūd al-Ṭāhir Ḥaqqī belong to this 
group, though to a different degree. What started in 1882 (the actual date 
of British control over Egypt after the defeat of ‘Urābī at the Battle of al-Tall 
al-Kabīr) as an essentially civilizing task seeking to make a modern state of 
Egypt quickly gave rise to a multidimensional nationalism among the Egyp-
tian intelligentsia. The critiques engendered by this nationalism addressed 
both modernity and the complex issues associated with the vexed question 
of who could speak for whom.

Before the Denshawai affair, there was a widespread belief in Britain 
that colonial Egypt was a richer, more progressive nation and that the 
fallāḥīn were happier under British rule. Newspapers and books launched 
campaigns of imperial propaganda. The Times of London established a cor-
respondence network in Egypt as early as 1882.41 Economically, Egypt was 
a plantation colony, with cheap native labor and wealthy British merchants 
granted monopoly in cotton and produce. Foreign companies took over the 
economy and exploited already existing native industries.42

The tone of the pre-Denshawai local press was still resistant, but mild. 
Thus, Muṣṭafā Kāmil’s newspaper, al-Liwā’, would publish articles speaking 
of the failure to teach Islamic history at schools and of the English desire 
to nip in the bud any patriotic feelings or celebration of exemplary Islamic 
figures and events. Al-Mu’ayyad, another local newspaper, criticized the 
practice of offering jobs to British and foreign subjects and denying them 
to Egyptians.43 Egyptian nationalists gained the impression that English 
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education was deliberately tailored to produce submissive, secular Egyp-
tians. But with readership of the local press limited to the educated middle 
class and the elite, the nationalist program of Muṣṭafā Kāmil’s newspaper 
was almost defunct. The paper relied on minor, almost ineffective issues like 
seeking to denounce Cromer’s social favoritism, or attacking the colonial 
education policy that imposed English as the language of primary schools 
and the medium of instruction in secondary schools at the expense of Arabic 
and the study of the Qur’ān. All this was part of a good cause but not quite 
sufficient to rally public and international opinion against Britain, even if 
Cromer’s educational policy was seen as a means of erasing the Arabic lan-
guage and the essential personality of the nation.

But history tells us that what happened in Denshawai was not new or 
unforeseeable. The Egyptian fallāḥīn’s revolt against the British army began 
as early as the beginning of the British occupation. Other similar events 
include the Pyramids quail-hunting affair in March, 1887, the Qaṣr al-
Muntazah (Muntazah Palace) attack on a British officer in Alexandria in 
June, 1900, and the foxi-hunting affair of ‘Ayn Shams in July, 1901.44 From 
the time of Muḥammad ‘Alī up to the British expedition, and as far back as 
the three-year French occupation of Egypt (1799–1803), many incidents of 
fallāḥīn resistance have been recorded. Even the 1882 ‘Urābī Revolution is 
considered by many to be a fallāḥīn revolt.

Many British officers were attacked by natives before Denshawai. Take 
for example the incident known as the Pyramids quail-hunting affair. On 
March 27, 1887, two British officers were severely wounded in a fight with 
the fallāḥīn that ended in the killing of an Egyptian fallāḥ near the Pyramids 
area. In the trial, three sheikhs (Muslim preachers) were fined and impris-
oned, while six others received between 20 and 50 lashes. The sentence was 
carried out in a public place before the village of the accused, at the same 
time of the day that the incident was believed to have taken place. This inci-
dent later came to be known as ‘Little Denshawai.’

A number of factors led to the media frenzy over the Denshawai affair. 
The first was the law. The foreignness of the legal system under which the 
sentences were carried out shocked all Egyptians. In Denshawai, modern 
British law played a constitutive role in defining the Egyptians as colo-
nial subjects and in legitimating a dominant redistribution of power that 
reduced Egyptians to minority status. So at a time when elitist national-
ism lacked the means to revitalize its cause, the Denshawai affair acted as 
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a timely catalyst.45 It quickly supplied the raw material to strengthen the 
weak nationalist movement and helped Muṣṭafā Kāmil and the Khedive 
put aside personal enmity after a break in their relationship in 1904. The 
opposition that the Denshawai affair provoked took the form of a wide-
scale nationalist movement, journalistic as well as literary. It stemmed 
from a communal trauma and was able to monopolize public indignation 
in order to reach all Egyptians after long being confined only to metro-
politan Cairo.

In the aftermath of Denshawai, literature joined journalism as a signifi-
cant element of anti-colonial print culture. Since the time of al-Ṭahṭāwī, 
modern Egyptian literature has been preoccupied with sociohistorical con-
cerns, particularly in the representation of what Edward Said calls “repressed 
or resistant history.”46 In a similar fashion, the literature on Denshawai 
represents not so much the event of Denshawai as it does a moment of 
recognition, of understanding, and above all, of an emerging consciousness 
that Egypt exists and is aware of its subjugation to a ruthless imperialism.

The multiplication of the colonial Self (England) through the space of the 
Other (Egypt) is responsible for the emergence of an ‘anti-colonial moder-
nity’ whose genesis is comparable to the same phenomena that (in)formed 
modern European nationalism: resisting the subjugation of one people’s 
religion, language, customs, ideas, and laws by another. What happened in 
Denshawai in 1906 had made it obvious to the Egyptian elite – and through 
them to the public – that the colonial government had failed in the eyes of 
the locals and that a new, modern Egyptian state was poised to emerge. The 
Denshawai affair became the content of the form in a meta-narrative pro-
moted by the nationalists in the struggle for independence.

Egyptian Literature and the Poetics of Denshawai
Nationalist literature has been described by some critics as typical of the 
so-called Third World where writers do not separate the private from the 
public, and where literary writing has a necessary political dimension that 
represents a national allegory. “The story of the private individual destiny,” 
writes Fredric Jameson, “is always an allegory of the embattled situation of 
the public third-world culture and society.”47 Though reductive on many 
levels, this view of Third World texts as always allegorical does find support 
in this respect. Ḥafiz Ibrāhīm (d. 1912) and Ahmad Shawqī (d. 1932) could 
be seen to have produced a rhetoric linked to the spirit of nationalism à la 
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Jameson, even though the language of poetry is usually more connotative 
than the language of narrative, lacking elaborate details and sequential logic.

Shawqī and Ḥāfiẓ were the two most prominent Egyptian poets at the 
time of the Denshawai affair. Both wrote poems about it. Ibrāhīm’s was 
written in the immediate aftermath in 1906 and it aimed to denounce the 
cruelty of British rule. Shawqī’s was written on the first anniversary in 1907 
with the intention of demanding pardon for the prisoners. The two poems 
testify to the intricate relationship between modern Egyptian literature, the 
inception of nationalism, and the constructions of collective identity.48 Cer-
tainly, the pressure of the event was reason enough to inspire both poets, 
but it also highlights the role of literature in registering what is known and 
what is socially shared.49

Classified by many Arab critics as neo-classicists, Ibrāhīm and Shawqī, 
like many other poets and literary figures of the time, followed the exam-
ple of Maḥmūd Sāmī al-Barūdī not only by radically celebrating traumatic 
events like Denshawai, but also by extolling ancient traditions that writers 
might treat in thematic rather than formal terms, and by invoking in par-
ticular the glories of Egypt’s Islamic and Pharaonic past. While seeming to 
position Egyptian literature within a modern context, literary figures such 
al-Barūdī, Ibrāhīm, and Shawqī in fact actively engaged in an attempt to 
defy British literary canons, a project directly related to colonial education.50 
The poetic works of al-Bārūdī, Shawqī, and Ibrāhīm teem with verses that 
glorify Islam, revere Christianity, and tell Egyptians that they are, above 
all, members of their own community and that they cannot be truly strong 
without working together through the media of their shared language and 
their shared religious traditions.51

Due to the orality and musicality of poetry, which allows it to spread 
even among the unlettered, the Denshawai poems by Ibrāhīm and Shawqī 
enabled many Egyptians to rid themselves of the unqualified acceptance of 
British superiority to begin to question the assumptions and practices of the 
colonial mentality. Although the two poems emphasize literature’s didactic 
and ‘realistic’ function, specifically by attempting to socialize Egyptians in 
new ways of self-conception and new terms of symbolizing and enacting 
social cohesion, in both form and style they remain sensitive to the aes-
thetics of poetry. For instance, both poems analyze the ways in which the 
Egyptians as colonial subjects have been rendered obscure to themselves, or 
relegated to the margin, or even deformed through a kind of power capable 
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of twisting the penal system for colonial purposes. But all this is accom-
plished within the framework of the formal complexity of Arabic prosody. 
The results might be lines that are sympathetic and haunting yet still poeti-
cally balanced, as in Shawqī’s:

O Denshawai, peace be upon your hills | Days have taken away the 
happiness of your land

Witnesses of your sentence have left the scene | It is futile to bring 
them back again

Months have passed for those in their graves | And a year has elapsed 
for those in fetters

What has befallen the widows | And what does the morning of the 
orphan look like?

Twenty homes were deserted | And after bliss are now dark and desolate.
I wish I knew,52 were there pigeons in the barns | Or were the barns 

tainted with doom?
Oh Nero, if you lived in the time of Cromer | You would learn how 

sentences are executed
Wail, you pigeons of Denshawai and terrify | The sleepless people of 

the Nile valley
In pains, reliving the horrors of the day that | Made the earth tremble 

under their feet.53

The response may also take the form of an ironic and defeatist reaction 
that is nonetheless charged with cadence and poetic metaphor, as in the 
case of Ibrāhīm. In Ibrāhīm’s poem, Denshawai is not so much a portrayal 
of the atrocities of British rule in Egypt as the reflective voice of the Egyp-
tians, which Ibrāhīm invokes by the use of “we” rather than the “I” of his 
personae:

You, who are ruling us | Have you forgotten our loyalty and meekness?
Reduce your army and sleep peacefully | Resume your hunt and rove 

the lands
And if you feel like hunting a pigeon | On top of those hills, go ahead 

and shoot the people
We and the pigeons are the alike | The yokes have not left our necks54

Dignify your killings if you choose not to pardon | Were you seeking 
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justice or retribution?
I wish I knew, is this the investigation Court | Or has Nero’s age come 

back?55

In any event, both cases remain a response to a traumatic event caused by 
colonization, a response in which literature becomes the site of a project 
aimed at breaking down the power of a merciless colonizer before any recon-
struction can take place. Even an exclusively non-referential phrase like alā 
layta shi‘rī (Oh I wish I knew), which might appear completely dehistori-
cized inasmuch as it is a formula from the pre-Islamic period, seems to ask 
us to adopt a certain attitude (an unbearable state of chagrin being implied). 
Non-historical phrases in Shawqī and Ibrāhīm are still powerfully contex-
tual operators. Shawqī’s poem begins with the traditional Islamic veneration 
of the dead ‘alā-rubākī salām, thus reminding all Egyptians that the un-
avenged are their fellow Muslim brothers. This echo of the figure of al-aṭlāl 
(ruins) is a trope found in the qașīda (ode), the quintessentially classic 
Arabic poem.56 Although Shawqī’s empty houses could be merely formulaic 
or in actuality refer extratextually to the houses of the dead peasants, they 
also clearly refer to the poetic convention that Shawqī chose as a form for his 
elegy. The same could be said of the tradition of al-marāthī (elegiac poetry), 
which both Shawqī and Ibrāhīm are invoking in their poems.

The two poems end with a series of questions. Ibrāhīm wonders, “How 
would the strong seek vengeance from the weak who have already sur-
rendered to him?” Shawqī asks, “I wish I knew, were there pigeons in 
the barns | or were the barns tainted with death and doom?” The two 
poems pose these questions through their sad and angry dialogical tones 
that assume a cognizant audience already part of a discourse in place. 
This discourse is structured around a silence that enables the two poems 
to take place. In other words, the two poems cannot be separated from 
the historical event they represent. But the silence here is also textual 
silence, or a silence assumed to be textual, resembling the gap [le creux] 
that Pierre Macherey locates in the text as it unfolds, “its vacuum where 
nothing is said, and which no system of representation could ever ful-
fill.”57 In describing Denshawai, the silences in Ibrāhīm’s and Shawqī’s 
poems become that very history of Denshawai.

If the Egyptian literature of the first decade of the twentieth century is 
anti-colonial in spirit, then too cultural production, and not just the literary, 
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will become more easily a pan-Islamic one, although still a pro-nationalist 
project, in which customs, social practices, and national heroes are all ele-
vated to the status of saints. The concluding lines in Ibrāhīm’s poem show 
this shift through a scathing comparison of the cowardly Cairians with the 
gallantry of the executed fallāḥīn. The lines are a powerful and impatient 
call for activism:

They were flogged, and if they had a choice | They would cling to the 
robes of unafraid

They were executed, and if it were up to them | They would welcome 
execution

Vying for death while its cup | passes around their lips with a bitter 
taste

Two deaths, one imminent and glaring | Like a pouncing tiger, the 
other far and lurking

If you are ever asked about the Kināna,58 | Say it is a nation of jokey 
people59

Amidst the indignation surrounding Denshawai, violence and revolt become 
high moral values. It is not surprising that four years later crimes would still 
be committed in the name of Denshawai: in 1910, Ibrāhīm al-Wardānī, a 
Christian nationalist, assassinated the Egyptian Coptic collaborator, Butrus 
Ghālī, who had served as chairman of the court in the Denshawai tribunal. 
Moments after the assassination, al-Wardani walked to the police station, 
surrendered and confessed that he had killed Ghālī in retaliation for the 
Denshawai victims.

Denshawai and the Emergence of the Arabic Novel
Some critics agree that the Arabic novel emerged in 1906, the year in which 
Mahmūd Ṭāhir Ḥaqqī’s ‘Adhrā’ Denshawai [The virgin of Denshawai] was 
published. However, other critics qualify this achievement of Haqqi’s and 
describe his work as the first ‘political’ novel in Arabic literature, not the 
first full-fledged novel, which is believed to have appeared eight years later 
with the publication of Muḥammad Husayn Heikal’s Zaynab in 1914. At 
any rate, ‘Adhrā’ Denshawai emerged amidst significant intellectual, politi-
cal, and social changes that had a sweeping influence on Egypt at the turn 
of the century.
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Like Ibrāhīm’s and Shawqī’s poems, Ḥaqqī’s “The Virgin of Denshawai” 
emerged amidst the same intellectual, political, and social changes that took 
place in Egypt at the turn of the century. The novel depicts the historical 
event of Denshawai with few changes to the reported facts. Some characters, 
e.g., Sitt al-Dār, are merely allegorical. However, the character of al-Hilbāwī 
is a historical person and his representation in the novel suggests that he 
was as much a prime target of the author’s investigations as were the British. 
While it is not easy to understand the real motives behind the author’s con-
taining both clear-cut historical referents (such as al-Hilbāwī) and generic 
allegorical references (such as Sitt al-Dār) in the novel, Haqqī successfully 
represents the predicament of the fallāḥīn by employing both types of char-
acters and portraying their conflicting emotions of hatred and fear of the 
British. Read from a sociological perspective, Ḥaqqī’s novel offers a history 
of Egypt’s rural life at the turn of the century. The romantic image of an 
almost idyllic Muslim community is not without its allusions to impover-
ishment and human rights violations inflicted by Britain. As represented in 
the novel, the fallāḥīn are so cut off from the affairs of their country that 
they know nothing of their own government and have almost no way to 
affect the decisions that control their destiny.

In Ḥaqqī’s novel, the Muslim fallāḥīn of Denshawai are usually referred 
to as the “damned, stung by fate,” and controlled by forces beyond their 
understanding. Faced by the recklessness of some British officers who were 
shooting their pigeons and destroying their stocks in pursuit of vain, aristo-
cratic sporting, the fallāḥīn first resign themselves to their lot. They accept 
the practices of those who are alien. But when the shooting starts a fire in 
one of the barns and kills Mabrūka, wife of Muḥammad ‘Abd al-Nabbī, 
the fallāḥīn become enraged, attack the officers, and confiscate their weap-
ons. At this point, the officers run away, but one of them (Captain Paul) 
has a sunstroke and collapses. One of the fallāḥīn, Sayyid Aḥmad Sa‘īd, 
approaches Captain Paul and tries to give him some water to drink, but he 
dies just as his fellow officers arrive at the scene. The officers conclude that 
Sayyid has killed him, so they kill Sayyid. In the ‘show trial’ that follows, 52 
of the fallāḥīn are condemned.

Though unequivocally based on the Denshawai event, Ḥaqqī’s text 
begins with a disclaimer that “this novel is more literary than historical.”60 
Ḥaqqī is reported to have been fired from his post as secretary to ‘Abd 
al-Ḥalīm Pāsha ‘Āṣim (Minister of Awqāf, government supervision of estates 
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in mortmain) due to his publication of the novel. Ḥaqqī felt compelled to 
deliver his disclaimer because writing about this particular topic was a dan-
gerous undertaking for many reasons:

First, there are many stories about this incident, and they differ in 
terms of what caused it, how it happened, the methods of investiga-
tion that followed, the punishments enforced, and carrying out of 
sentences. So the whole subject is precarious, and any misrepresented 
word might cause me unnecessary trouble, therefore I took extreme 
caution in my writing, and always used euphemism to refrain from 
commentary on many of the events so as not end up joining the line 
of the Denshawai accused or to be the last one punished because of 
this incident.61

Ḥaqqī’s disclaimer complicates the relationship between text/author and the 
colonial event. The circumstances that cause Ḥaqqī to write a disclaimer 
reflect his awareness of the repercussions of his own writings on the public. 
Ḥaqqī stresses the fictivity of his text, but this very insistence creates a dif-
ferent kind of historicity, namely the experience of silence and censorship. 
Even if Ḥaqqī’s statement does not portray fear, and even if he himself was 
forced to write the disclaimer in order to publish his work and at the same 
time keep his job, his disclaimer still reflects a sense of worry. By insist-
ing on the profoundly human, Ḥaqqī’s novel changes one’s perspectives on 
what really matters in a colonial event. Major names and incidents from 
the ‘historical’ Denshawai are absent in the novel, and, if mentioned, they 
are often relegated to the margins of the plot. Marginal incidents, how-
ever, become crucial if not central. ‘Insignificant’ happenings – those that 
are usually unimportant to non-fictional historical narratives – such as the 
description of the beauty of nature, the amicable conversations among men 
after the evening prayers, and the charming sight of a woman carrying a 
basket over her head or engaged in everyday life activities, are given prom-
inence. These examples of ‘local color’ and native customs have a direct 
connection to national consciousness. They also imply that the novel is a 
critical comment on what is omitted in the methodical writing of history. 
In writing a kind of history that mainstream historians would never write, 
Ḥaqqī seems to be calling for the need to create a national identity that the 
British were seeking to obliterate. Ḥaqqī appears to present himself as a 
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patriot depicting the brutal conditions under which Egyptians lived during 
the British occupation of English occupation. In this way, Ḥaqqī’s novel 
offers a decolonization of history by dismantling colonial historiography. 
The representation of particular events in the novel is not only a judgment 
of the social content of these events but also a presentation of a different 
approach to history, recalling what Lukács refers to as “the whole question 
of whether one regards history as subjective or objective.”62 In the novel, 
Ḥaqqī learns to grant agency and authority to the Egyptian peasants. A good 
example is in “The Special Court,” the novel’s eighth chapter:

After the court clerk had sat down upon reading the regulations of the 
Court of Justice, he cast an eye towards the journalists and newspaper 
correspondents. Only then did Ibrāhīm Pasha al-Hilbāwī rise and ask 
the court to send one of the court ushers to go and buy two liters of 
cologne to sprinkle it on the floor of the courtroom in order to dispel 
the smell emanating from the accused villagers.
â•… “Which brand do you prefer?” asked one of the members.
â•… “Atkinson,” answered al-Hilbāwī in a smooth accent. No sooner 
had he uttered the word than the audience burst out laughing. Some 
of the accused thought ‘Atkinson’ was a legal term for ‘pardon.’63

The prosecutor’s pompous request for cologne creates an atmosphere some-
where between black comedy and mock epic. His smooth pronunciation 
of the foreign word ‘Atkinson,’ which the accused villagers completely mis-
interpret, exposes the wide discrepancy between a corrupted wealthy class 
and an honorable poor one. The word ‘Atkinson’ trivializes the whole situa-
tion and makes the seriousness of the court of justice appear ludicrous and 
absurd, even as the lives of 52 villagers is at stake. Ḥaqqī’s use of different 
dialects of Arabic in this court scene, in addition to the air of realism that 
envelops the whole novel, expresses an acute consciousness of the social gaps 
and class conflicts within the occupied Egyptian community. Al-Hilbāwī’s 
language in the courtroom echoes Cromer’s description of the Egyptians in 
Modern Egypt. Both smack of the same hubris and superiority. On sitting 
down after reading the regulations, the court clerk too “casts a look” at the 
only class he belongs to, the professional class of “journalists and newspa-
per correspondents.” In this divided world, the fallāḥīn speak a different 
language. The bringing together of conflicting dialects calls for a common 
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language to be understood by all Egyptians. The linguistic misunderstand-
ing in the courtroom could only signify chaos and incompatibility.

The courtroom scene becomes a microcosm of Egypt, with its different 
sociolinguistic varieties and registers, different classes, and divided interests. 
The linguistic confusion also reveals social hierarchies and foreshadows the 
unjust sentences about to be pronounced. The relationship between lan-
guage and the nation is of great significance. The message is scarcely obscure: 
in order for Egypt to become a nation, it needs to speak a common language. 
If, as this passage sardonically implies, the language of the community is what 
links a nation together, this language is insufficient without a model. A good 
start for establishing this model is through literature, i.e., through the very 
language of Ḥaqqī’s text, which is simultaneously critical and normalizing. 
This irony makes Ḥaqqī’s novel both a detached literary experiment enclosed 
within its own self-referentiality (since it includes absolutely fictional char-
acters) and a dialogue with imperial power, demystifying its linguistic code 
and its al-Hilbāwī-like apprentices. If anything, Ḥaqqī’s novel exemplifies a 
crucial time in Egyptian history when the Arabic language mocked the logic 
of signification of the colonial language of British rule.

Ḥaqqī’s artistic additions to the farcical justice of the courtroom scene 
enable him to free himself from some of the restrictions of normal his-
torical writing. He can be episodic and fragmentary, add or delete events 
altogether. This is not merely freedom from the constraints of the history of 
Denshawai but also freedom to choose and to foreground, and thus to offer 
an understanding that holds the immediacy of direct perception.

Although, strictly speaking, his is a literary creation that does not make 
any claims to historical ‘accuracy,’ Ḥaqqī’s novel still offers a structured 
unconscious with the powerful suggestion that history is nothing but a cre-
ated text. The literary construction of a historical event does not prove the 
constructed nature of historical writing, but it does put it into question. 
“We experience the ‘fictionalization’ of history,” argues Hayden White, “as 
an explanation for the same reason we experience great fiction as an illu-
mination of a world that we inhabit along with the author. In both we 
recognize the forms by which consciousness both constitutes and colonizes 
the world it seeks to inhabit comfortably.”64 In other words, if history is 
constructed, it can be reconstructed, and if histories are told in a certain 
way, they can retold in a different one, so that those who have been colo-
nized can write back and ‘re-emplot’ their history, to change the meaning 
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of events and their significance for the economy of the whole set of events 
that make up life.65

Ḥaqqī’s work could be read as an extended metaphor of poems of the 
likes of Ibrāhīm and Shawqī. Britain had already given its version of the 
Denshawai affair and had already passed the sentences and archived them. 
Modern Egyptian fiction could only negotiate – after the fact – the dramatic 
reconstitution of that event. In London’s official version of the “Attack on 
the British Officers of Denshawai” contained in the Parliamentary Papers, 
“the officers had been invited to shoot by a local landowner [when] the 
villagers at once assumed a hostile attitude…. The attack was probably pre-
meditated, and the small fire which broke out on a threshing-floor [not on a 
granary, as previously stated] and which was at once extinguished, was prob-
ably a pre-concerted signal, and not the chief cause of the excitement.”66

Read with such a colonial context in mind, the novel risks not being 
literature at all, and is almost transformed into a historical commentary on 
the Egyptian struggle against British colonialism. Ḥaqqī’s attempt to rewrite 
history oddly mirrors the drama set in vol. 137 of the 1906 Parliamentary 
Papers of the House of Commons. One has to admit that Ḥaqqī’s hero-
ization of the Egyptian peasants and Britain’s heroization of the English 
officers reflect biased narratives. The Parliamentary Papers’ case, although 
apparently even-handed and pertaining to seemingly judiciary procedures, 
is no less ideological than Ḥaqqī’s. Ḥaqqī’s choices of character and theme, 
and the way he represents his material, reveal his own sense of identity and 
his empathy with the calamity of his fellow Egyptians. On the other hand, 
although the version offered by the Parliamentary Papers claims to be a true 
history, it remains a dramatization of a historical event. Contrasts between 
Islam and the West, England and Egypt, order and decadence stand at the 
center of these Papers. In the novel, however, Ḥaqqī seeks not only to cor-
rect or re-appropriate a traumatic event, but also to use the world of fiction 
as a weapon in the war against the colonizer.

With these Egyptian representations of Denshawai, we find ourselves 
at a point in time when literature serves a substantially political end. The 
reception and interpretation of a literary text is no longer the center of a 
self-contained exercise called literary criticism, but the product of a specific 
cultural milieu. Literature in this particular sense is divorced from the crea-
tive production of a mimetic object and consciously derives its substance 
from the historical, not just to record an event, but also because literature 
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always proposes things that cannot be proposed outside of it. These texts 
are no longer merely self-referential, but constitute an alternative narra-
tive of history, a concept that has been convincingly laid down by Fredric 
Jameson, whose theory of the ‘political unconscious’ stems from an under-
standing of history as a dialectic that forms a “judgment on us and on the 
moment of history in which we live,” as he pointed out in his early work 
on Marxism.67

The Denshawai event marks a moment in Egyptian history when lit-
erature supports emerging nationalism. But the nationalism of Denshawai 
failed. It lacked the wisdom of carefully studied strategic thinking and 
organized resistance. It was ‘rhetoric’ without ‘grammar,’ to use a linguistic 
metaphor; it opened a space for a public redisplay of the bodies of the Den-
shawai victims and a public exposure of English atrocities in the colonies, 
but it could not mobilize the momentum of all Egyptians to take immediate 
full-scale action against the occupation.

In this failed national movement the famous Khuṭab (speeches) of 
Muṣṭafā Kāmil almost erased the fallāḥīn. Absent from Kāmil’s narrative are 
the actual accounts or testimonials of the fallāḥīn who witnessed the event. 
Instead, he finds satisfaction in promulgating the news that education of the 
Egyptians under the English would only teach the Egyptians the superiority 
of English culture over their own. The political narrative of Denshawai used 
by Muṣṭafā Kāmil, like its literary counterpart, fabricates a single subject out 
of many Egyptian subjects whose identities needed to be constructed only 
to serve the unified ego of bourgeois individualism. In rallying the Egyp-
tians against the British, Muṣṭafā Kāmil is said to have collaborated with the 
Khedive and to have acted on his behalf as Britain deprived the latter of his 
pre-occupation privileges. Shawqī, for his part, famous among Egyptians as 
Shā‘ir al-Qaṣr (the Poet of the Palace), did not respond immediately to the 
massacre of Denshawai, but composed his poem a year later, in an attempt 
to petition amnesty for the prisoners. Kāmil’s endeavor to bring together the 
Egyptian nation was essential to Egypt’s heroic, albeit nominal, independ-
ence from British colonialism in 1922.

A Shamrock Denshawai?
At the time of the Denshawai affair, Ireland was under the yoke of Brit-
ish imperial power. Like their Egyptian counterparts, Irish nationalists used 
Denshawai, a little village no one outside of Egypt would have heard of or 
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cared about, to denounce the British Empire. George Bernard Shaw led this 
movement. With Shaw, Denshawai became a mere isti‘āra (both ‘allegory’ 
and ‘borrowing’ in Arabic) for the flagrant atrocities that English militarism 
had already perpetrated in Ireland. Denshawai was important for Ireland 
because it could help rally world opinion against the abuses of the Empire. 
Speaking from and for another country, Shaw might be expected to have 
had an agenda different from that of the Egyptian writers who addressed 
Denshawai. Catholic Ireland was not Muslim Egypt, and Shaw was a Fabian, 
after all, who believed in gaining equal rights for men and women. But since 
all is grist that comes to the mill of colonialism, both Egypt and Ireland were 
indeed victims of the same pernicious power. Shaw writes from a dominant 
nationalistic spirit similar to that of Ibrāhīm, Shawqī, and Ḥaqqī. It is a 
spirit that seeks to assign an origin to the nation and to celebrate that origin 
in a moment of shared suffering. Shaw dedicated an exhaustive Preface to 
John Bull’s Other Island, almost a hundred pages in length, to the Denshawai 
affair, based, as he says, on “the story from the two parliamentary papers in 
which our officials have done their utmost to whitewash the tribunals and 
the pigeon-shooting party, and to blackwash the villagers.”68

Since Shaw’s knowledge of the Denshawai affair is based entirely on his 
reading of the two 1906 articles of the Parliamentary Papers plus a few Eng-
lish and French newspapers, one cannot say that his version of Denshawai is 
a faithful portrait. However, what we are concerned with here is why he took 
the interest that he did in Denshawai and why he represented it the way he 
did. Certainly, Shaw’s Preface differs in form as well as content from both his-
tory and literature. Shaw provides ‘real details’ aimed to bring credibility to his 
argument and to take away the indeterminacy of purely literary compositions. 
Even though it is presented with historical reference and political speech, 
Shaw’s account is not history, for it is dramatized. After reading his Preface, 
one finds that in spite of Shaw’s concern for historical accuracy, he allows him-
self to create and invent, here and there, some significant details and peculiar 
angles of vision, especially in the Scaffold Scene, that give a pretense of imme-
diacy to Denshawai itself. This is not to say that Shaw’s tendency to dramatize 
means that his account of Denshawai is ‘merely’ fictive. Perhaps it is a kind of 
writing intended to vulgarize history and devaluate its authority.

In Time and Narrative, Paul Ricoeur argues that “history aims at knowl-
edge, an organized vision, established upon chains of causal or teleological 
relationships on the basis of meanings and values.”69 Based on this argument, 
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the restoration of the past or the reference to a specific historical event must 
serve a present purpose that has to be actively constructed. This is exactly 
what Shaw does with Denshawai. He declares that his main purpose in re-
staging the event “is to show the results to be expected if one’s respect for the 
law is shaken.” His message is clear: “No Englishman who is content to leave 
Abdel-el-Nebi and his twenty-year-old neighbor in penal servitude for life, 
and to plume himself on the power to do it, can pretend to be fit to govern 
either my country or his own.”70 It is the whole system of governance and 
administration that bothers Shaw and motivates his narrative. His narrative 
treats the Denshawai affair as an important piece of criminal evidence in a 
large colonial investigation scene.

But it also seems that Shaw transforms Denshawai from a historical event 
to a dramatic episode, moving from a description of the bloody details of 
public executions to a call for immediate global action against the British 
Empire. Shaw’s explanation of the events leading up to the execution is 
informed by a metaphor of theatricality that constitutes his condemnation 
of the penal practices of the Army of Occupation in Egypt. The public 
executions and the floggings of the fallāḥīn in particular become his raw 
material. The scaffold becomes a stage for punishment. On this stage, the 
major object is not the enactment but the reception of punishment in a state 
of pure terror. As in Ḥaqqī’s novel, Shaw’s ironic tone does not all mitigate 
the hideousness of the scaffold scene:

Hanging, however, is the least sensational form of public execution: it 
lacks those elements of blood and torture for which the military and 
bureaucratic imagination lusts. So, as they had room for only one man 
on the gallows, and had to leave him hanging half an hour to make 
sure work and give his family plenty of time to watch him swing-
ing (slowly turning round and round on himself, as the local papers 
described it), thus having two hours to kill as well as four men, they 
kept the entertainment going by flogging eight men with fifty lashes 
each: eleven more than the utmost permitted by the law of Moses in 
times which our Army of Occupation no doubt considers barbarous.71

The principal instrument of terror used by colonial England, and intensified 
by Shaw, is ‘spectacular’ violence. The torture inflicted upon the condemned 
fallāḥīn is not just an expression of lawless English rage. It also aims to take 
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as its true object the minds of those watching. According to Shaw’s sarcastic 
re-staging of the Denshawai scene, in this theater of violence the English 
army of the occupation becomes a sort of a playwright that uses the scaf-
fold as its stage, the condemned and the executioners as its actors, and the 
families watching as the audience. In short, the occupying army creates a 
theater of terror in Denshawai, a barbaric and savage display. This is the key 
point in Shaw’s critique.

In the staging of a ‘drama’ that is supposed to be didactic, the English 
occupying army complicates the drama’s mimetic function. In what might 
be called the ‘revenge tragedy’ of hanging four fallāḥīn in the same spot 
where an English officer had died, how, one may ask, should the audience 
respond to react to this scene? As a climax? As a dénouement, the falling 
action of the last scene in the last act? Or as the complication of the action? 
If the mimetic function of this drama is to produce a certain reception, 
there is no place for purging the emotions of pity and fear, although there 
is definitely a building up of emotions like hatred and indignation. This is 
no purgation or Aristotelian catharsis. It is not even a drama in any artistic 
sense. People are actually dying and undergoing punishment. The scene is 
unquestionably dramatic, but it is more immediate and present than a the-
atrical representation would be.

Although not stated in Shaw’s critique, the message of the occupier is 
clear: learn from the examples of these hanged and flogged bodies that have 
committed the crime of transgression against the collective body of the Eng-
lish army. The audience is to read this text of colonial violence for its moral, 
legal, as well political significance. Shaw exposes the logic of the British 
Empire. England wants the world to know that Denshawai is a theater of 
justice, that the body of the English army has been assaulted, and that a 
public execution comes as a logical result to establish order and reassert 
power. Shaw, however, turns this logic of ‘justice’ against itself by showing 
how the Denshawai drama is a kind of brutalization intended to terrorize 
potentially rebellious Egyptians. What was actually performed publicly was 
less a hanging and flogging of the guilty than a manifestation of a political 
allegory on the restoration of power.

Since the audience is the targeted subject of the Denshawai scaffold 
scene, the desire of the playwright/English army for a dramatic effect fails. 
The true subjects of punishment have not been subdued. On the contrary, 
Shaw’s text reveals that the fallāḥīn’s resistance has been reinforced by the 
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very procedure it sought to suppress. Shaw’s Foucauldian irony is that the 
entire English penal system that is supposed to maintain order has become 
the ‘danger’ that needs to be resisted and annihilated. In Shaw’s version, the 
fallāḥīn’s reaction was immediate. “Just think of it,” argues Shaw forcibly, 
“in a population nearly ten millions, one [English] irrigation inspector is 
stoned. The Denshawai executions are then carried out to make the law 
respected. The result is that [a few days after the Denshawai affray] three 
natives knock a soldier off his donkey and rob him.”72

The barbarity of public execution marked not only the beginning of the 
end of the English occupation in Egypt, but also the appearance of a dif-
ferent body arising from the ruins of the Denshawai tragedy.73 The unity 
born of colonial penal injustice and resistance to this injustice thus becomes 
another historical event that would fashion Egypt’s attitude towards Eng-
land and Europe and continues to do so today. The Denshawai affair has 
become not only a teachable example of colonial abuses, but a painful 
memory of Western violence in the colonies.

Memories of Colonial Violence in a Nationalist Age
In postcolonial Egypt, the Denshawai affair became a record of national 
memory. In postnationalist Egypt, the Denshawai affair became a record of 
colonial barbarism. Of all these various representations, Ahdaf Soueif ’s novel, 
The Map of Love (1999) offers a terse yet cogent recollection of the affair, 
where it is used as a background to reflect the sympathies of the Muslim 
Egyptian aristocratic class with the lot of the hanged fallāḥīn. Inasmuch as 
the postcolonial battle is no longer against the presence of the English colo-
nizer, it is worth asking what Soueif ’s narrative is trying to convey. While 
postcolonial literature tends to justify or reconsider a historical situation, it 
also reflects a certain need. The reconstruction of history, which is also a sort 
of revisionism, is born out of a present indignation with particular historical 
threads. What is it, one may ask, that Soueif ’s Anglophone text offers in this 
contemporary glance back at the Denshawai scene?

Soueif ’s novel raises the question of identity formation and cultural 
reformulation. Written in the language of the former colonizer, Soueif ’s text 
is much like the apologetic narrative that permeates postcolonial literature. 
Soueif ’s rewriting of Denshawai becomes a question of colonial memory 
and not of history. Both are essential elements of Arab-Muslim nationalist 
thought. When Arab nationalism seeks a tradition to defend and celebrate, 
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it usually imagines a more ancient past redeemed through sacred and literary 
themes. After 93 years, Soueif ’s text opens up a literary space that questions 
memory and forgetting. Narrating a love story that begins during the occu-
pation, Soueif refuses to ignore the victims of England’s colonial brutality. 
Nevertheless, the fictional pashas of her novel appear to draw attention to 
the perspective of Turkish-Muslim aristocracy so that Ottoman Islam, too, 
might have a role in the redemption of the moment of colonial aggression. 
It is from this small window that Soueif ’s novel reconstructs Denshawai as a 
history of Ottoman imperial redemption.

However, the narrative runs the risk of contributing to the creation of 
myth. The novel’s attempt at historical redemption is based on the false 
assumption that the English occupation shattered the Islamic past of Egypt. 
This rhetoric of invasion creates the illusion of a lost moment of theologi-
cal harmony and unity in the Egyptian society under Ottoman hegemony, 
which in fact did not necessarily exist. With its reminiscences and exagger-
ated emphasis on the kindness and gentleness of a pre-occupation ruling 
aristocracy, Soueif ’s novel creates an imagined continuity that gets ruptured 
by imperialistic intervention. The story of aristocrats in love, which Soueif 
traces back to the turn of the century, omits any reference to the long-
established sukhra system (the whipping and enslavement of the fallāḥīn as 
serfs) that Muslim aristocrats had created. Soueif ’s aristocrats are depicted 
as sympathetic, ethical, and critical of the English “barbarity,” although they 
themselves are guilty of much barbarism:

28 June 1906
In the salamlek Ahmad Hilmi’s hands cover his face. His shoulders 
shake and a muffled choking sound rises from behind his hands. 
Sharif Pasha al-Baroudi puts a hand on his shoulder. Husni Bey 
al-Ghamrawi sits forward, his elbows on his knees, staring at the floor. 
Isma’il Basha Sabri holds his prayer beads still in his hands. The three 
men sit in silence. Above, behind the mashrabiyya, Layla and Anna 
kneel side by side on the hard banquette. They make no effort to wipe 
away the tears that fall silently down their faces.
â•… ‘I am sorry.’ Ahmad Hilmi wipes his face and straightens his 
shoulders. ‘It was barbaric,’ he says. ‘Barbaric. The gallows set up in 
the village, the “bride” next to them, the people herded in to watch. 
They hang one man, leave him dangling there in front of his family 
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and his people, and tie another to the “bride” and whip him. And 
again. And again …’
â•… There is silence
â•… ‘And they call themselves civilized,’ he says
â•… The men do not speak.
â•… ‘Yusuf Saleem,’ he says, ‘twenty-two years old. He stood on the 
platform, turned towards the villagers and shouted, “May Allah curse 
the oppressors!” Then, they hanged him.74

This passage raises an unavoidable question. Why does Soueif ’s text forget, 
or omit, the abuses of the Pashas? Which class is Soueif ’s novel redeem-
ing, the aristocrats or the fallāḥīn? The violent scene of execution has been 
portrayed directly and graphically by Ibrāhīm, Shawqī, Ḥaqqī, and Shaw. 
Soueif reduces the scene to an off-screen conversation in the salamlek75 of 
an aristocratic family, as though the ‘uncivilized’ spectacle of execution is 
so emotionally charged that it opens up the wound in a dramatic fashion.

What remains strikingly original about Soueif ’s version of Denshawai 
is the timing of her invocation of such a traumatic moment in colonial 
history. In 1999, long after nearly all the eyewitnesses of the Denshawai 
event are dead, the novel becomes a reminder, albeit an eclectic one, that 
postcolonial Britain may have forgotten the violence of what happened. The 
implication might be that England has forgotten the violence of Denshawai, 
and, furthermore, that it has now reached a triumph of culture that reverses 
barbarism. The novel then becomes an act of postcolonial memory, a belated 
revenge narrative and a reminder of a kind of failure. But for Soueif, this is 
no longer a narrative about the failure of England’s modernizing and civiliz-
ing mission in the colonies. Rather, forgetting one’s own history is a failure 
here. Soueif ’s novel compels England to face its own history, to remember 
the massacre of Denshawai, and to stop acting like a modern and civilized 
country whose celebration of the success of its culture is predicated on 
forgetting. After almost a century, Soueif ’s novel revisits the scene of Den-
shawai and belabors the distinction between culture and barbarism, and, 
most of all, between colonial history and postcolonial memory.

In the end, one can read colonial history as a way of reinscribing the 
demarcation between opposing forces. Cromer glorifies British colonial-
ism, not once referring to the Denshawai affair in his two-volume work; 
Shawqī and Ibrāhīm, as well as Shaw, use Denshawai to stress the barbaric 
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dimension of British rule; Ḥaqqī’s text continues the tradition of Shawqī 
and Ibrāhīm, as does Soueif ’s novel. Each text shows the extent to which the 
colonial event is constructed by this method of radical contextualization. 
But Nietzsche, whose ambivalent views on Islam have been the subject of 
many recent studies,76 tells us that history as a process of totality disappears 
and instead we have “chaos” to be ordered as one likes. Paul Veyne, on the 
other hand, contends that “history is what we make of it,” even more radi-
cally, that “history does not exist.” Not only is Denshawai written in these 
histories, but, also, and more importantly, Denshawai itself has become a 
“textual event.”77 



Epilogue

Historicizing the Enemy, Globalizing Islam, 
Giving Violence a New Name

It is merely in the night of our ignorance that all alien shapes take on the 
same hue.

Perry Anderson, Lineages of the Absolutist State

Historicizing the Enemy
I began this book with the attempt to restore Islam to a code of knowl-
edge by considering a protracted modern history of encounters with the 
West and the corresponding personal sensibilities as well public discourses 
that emerged from those encounters, especially in the field of intellectual 
history. The conflict with Islam today, for which both Western Europe 
and America are fully militarized, will not be resolved simply by an inter-
disciplinary contextualization of the various forces that both created and 
perpetuated it, just as an understanding of the sensibility of the Arab-
Muslim world requires more than political pacification and campaign 
promises, and definitely more than the passionate attempts at guarding the 
values of the so-called global world against the ‘fanaticism’ of Islam and its 
adherents.

My concluding thoughts depend not so much on exposing post-September 
11 Islamophobia as on emphasizing that this Islamophobia is the lingering 
effect of a crooked history of oppression that not only legitimized colonial 
and imperial domination in the last century, but also managed to reproduce 
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itself in the postcolonial and sustain its underlying xenophobic codes up to 
the present day. Against the continuity thesis of this pernicious dogma, one 
cannot but return to history. I am not arguing that history repeats itself, 
for this is another ignis fatuus that many cyclical historians like to chase. To 
me, history matters not only because it positions the present geopolitical 
understanding of Islam in relation to important contexts of colonialism, 
decolonization, and globalization, but also because it has become a dis-
course of conquest.

As a critique of colonialism and violence finally took place in the heart 
of Europe towards the end of World War I, leading to the Versailles Treaty 
of 1919, problematic categories of humanism, freedom, democracy, civiliza-
tion, and equality came into question. The Treaty itself was convened in the 
spirit of such ideals. Not only did Europe take its own values for granted 
in the Versailles Treaty, seeking to apply them to its colonized subjects, but 
it ironically failed to uphold these same ideals. The Versailles Treaty was 
therefore a major disappointment to colonized subjects and to anti-colonial 
movements in general within Europe and abroad.1 Not one single occupied 
Arab country would gain its full independence from European colonial-
ism before 1950: Libya (Italy) in 1951, Sudan (Britain), Tunisia (France), 
and Morocco (France) in 1956, Iraq (Britain) in 1958, Kuwait (Britain) in 
1961, Algeria (France) in 1962, South Yemen (Britain) in 1967.

As we have seen in the example of the Denshawai affair, colonial violence 
remained present in public, not only in Egypt but throughout the Arab 
world, until the second half of the twentieth century. Long after gibbeting 
and public hanging in chains were abolished in England (in 1832 and 1834 
respectively), both were still practiced in the colonies. It is difficult to ignore 
the remarkable similarity between France’s torture of Algerian natives and 
labeling of them as terrorists and America’s torture of Iraqis in Abu Ghraib.2 
This is not just a manifestation of Western power but a continuation of the 
logic of industrial modernity responsible for producing the technology and 
the machinery that equipped colonialism. Without the dichotomous logic 
of this modernity, which split the world into powerful and powerless states, 
and without its insidious metamorphosis into one superpower, there would 
have been no colonialism.

I am not arguing that European and American intervention in the 
Middle East justifies terrorism, or that Western bias against the Arab world 
is responsible for the emergence of Islamic fundamentalism or the horrifying 
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events of September 11. Nothing justifies crude, unprovoked violence. We 
should have no tolerance for disrespect of human life, and there is no excuse 
for the cold-blooded killing of innocent civilians. But we must not forget 
that the West had an important role to play in nourishing the soils where the 
belligerent ideologies of terrorists germinated and thrived.3

With the fall of communism, America has replaced the threatening Rus-
sian Other with the ominous Islamic Other in a remarkably short span of 
time.4 Confronting this Islamic Other in all its difference and menace, and 
all its internal and external danger, has certainly been one of the main chal-
lenges for United States security even pre-dating September 11, not only 
because of the terrorist activities of groups like al-Qaeda, but also because 
the United States has made enemies by imposing its political will on many 
national and international decisions made in the last 50 years, from Sukarno 
in Indonesia to Nasser in Egypt, from oil economy to outer space, and from 
the UN to NATO.

This interventionist policy has prompted some writers to address the 
coming into being of the United States as the Empire of a new Eurocentric 
system of social and economic control.5 But just as postmodernity today is 
not restricted to EuroAmerica or a defined geographical space, Eurocentrism 
too must be understood in transnational and global terms. As Arif Dirlik 
puts it, “a radical critique of Eurocentrism must rest on a radical critique of 
the whole project of modernity understood in terms of the life-world that 
is cultural and material at once.”6 For this reason, the current operating 
assumptions of the world compel us to persist in critiquing Eurocentrism 
in its post-national, post-theological, and postmodern manifestations. A 
serious critique of Eurocentrism must confront contemporary world issues 
and examine notions like terrorism, globalization and cosmopolitanism in 
order to assess their relationship to power in its vicious circularity, both 
as a product of culture and as culture-producing. The transformations of 
the global economy, the economic, political, and military dependency of 
the new nation-states of the Middle East on Europe and America, and the 
hybridity of post-national and post-theological cultures are all telling exam-
ples of this power’s capacity to manifest itself in various forms. But first, we 
need to ask direct questions: how do we reach operative definitions of terms 
like ‘globalization’ or ‘cosmopolitanism,’ and where do we situate Islam in 
relationship to them? Even more explicitly, what are the characteristic ‘inter-
national’ features of globalization and what belief system(s), if any, does it 
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include or exclude; what sort of culture(s) does globalization incorporate, 
and what political postulates does it embrace both in Europe and America?

As many scholars have pointed out, there are major differences between 
Islam in Europe and in the USA, which render different the experience of an 
immigrant in the two contexts, especially with regard to the socioeconomic 
status of Muslim immigrants.7 Those differences are essentially political in 
nature. The USA’s tradition of pluralism in a strong civil society produces a 
citizenry different in many ways from Europe where the intertwining of such 
factors as class, race, and religion has deepened the segregation of Muslim 
communities.8 However, in both places, the Muslim immigrant is relegated 
to second-class citizenship, especially after September 11. This relegation, 
though in part socioeconomic, is the very ideology of Islamophobia, that 
is, an imaginary relationship towards the real, especially after the September 
11 events. In the aftermath of those attacks, a series of terrorist attacks was 
triggered in Europe ranging from the Madrid bombing (2004), to the assas-
sination of the Dutch filmmaker van Gogh in the same year, to the London 
explosions of 2005, to les émeutes de banlieues (French civil riot) in 2005, 
and followed by the Danish cartoon controversy of 2006. All those events 
have given Islam an unavoidable visibility on the world map and provided 
the means for Islam to be viewed as a threat to global order and stability in 
both Europe and the USA.

The Islamophobia ideology, like all ideologies, derives from empirical 
events that are interpreted in such a manner that reaches beyond the historical 
specificity of their occurrence. The danger that lies in such ideology-charged 
perception of Muslims as a menace to the security and liberal welfare of 
the world is that it turns into a concept that no longer needs the historical 
event or its causal links to justify itself. In other words, the Islamophobia 
ideology is a sentence uttered before a crime is even committed, an order 
that cancels the need for critical historical consciousness. Today, this ideol-
ogy, which is itself a renewed manifestation of deeply rooted Islamophobia 
in the West, enables the rising denigration and unquestionable depiction, 
almost standardization, of Islam as a peril in world history, expanding across 
geographical boundaries without the need to explain, examine, or contextu-
alize the content or nature of this peril. This is a tragic situation: the referent 
‘Islam’ is treated as a fight between antagonists and apologists rather than as 
a vigorous discussion among qualified specialists.
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Globalizing Islam
A major challenge in writing about globalization and Islam today is the baf-
fling plethora of references on the topic which come from a vast number of 
academic disciplines (political science, sociology, anthropology, economics, 
and the humanities) as well as media and fiction. As I elucidate below, it has 
been my observation that these disciplines engage with topics like “Islam 
in a global world,” “globalized Islam,” or “Islam and globalization” from 
disparate perspectives, generally showing a severe lack of interdisciplinarity 
and distorting the core meaning of the ‘global’ and its specific relationship 
to the ‘Islamic.’ The unfortunate result of this divide is that our current 
understanding of ‘Islam and the global’ or ‘Islam as global’ is limited to the 
specific disciplinary contexts and political frameworks that employ the term 
and whose modes of operation are in need of careful examination.

For this reason, I choose to consider the ‘Islam debate’ in relation to 
globalization as a postnationalist phenomenon, by which I mean the under-
standing of globalization as a categorical certainty referring to a ‘borderless’ 
transnational world order in which an organizational force arranges and 
harmonizes our practices and policies. From this narrower perspective, one 
can roughly divide responses to the question of globalization and Islam into 
two rival camps.9 

The first camp sees Islam as a global force. This ‘globalist’ camp endorses 
the idea that Islam is becoming or seeking to become an umma (nation) 
in a new world order that defines and controls the ways societies interact 
with each other. The second camp resists the ‘globalization of Islam’ formula 
altogether, doubting the motives behind the desire to establish ‘universal 
grounds’ for the global world. This ‘anti-globalist’ group questions the very 
idea of ‘globalization’ and perceives it as the product of a capitalist Euro-
American agenda targeting Islam and framing it as an enemy of global 
advancement in order to legitimate its establishment of particular ‘universal 
grounds’ for the global world. This group also takes an interest in historiciz-
ing ‘globalization’ and defining it as a recently emerging set of discursive 
claims about the world seeking aggressively to reorder that world in terms 
of itself.10 

To them, one may add the sociologists and political scientists of Islam 
as a ‘globalized’ phenomenon, with particular reference to Muslim migra-
tions and their impact on movements such as nationalism, Islamicism, and 
neofundamentalism. Edward Said, for instance, puts a question mark on 
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‘globalization,’ warning against refraining from practicing “humanistic cri-
tique” and opening the field of history to radical interrogations. Although 
there is more to ‘globalization,’ as Said argues, than just “a system by which a 
small financial elite expand[s] its power over the whole globe, inflating com-
modity and service prices (usually in the non-Western world) to the higher 
economic ones,”11 this warning should not be taken lightly, especially when 
we remember that at the apex of Western colonialism, European idealist phi-
losophy was flourishing. Nor should it slip from our cultural memory that 
in its moment of intellectual glory, especially in the Hegelian and Heideg-
gerian phases, European philosophy acted with complicity towards slavery, 
racial discrimination, and colonialism. The bastion of human wisdom and 
the alleged inheritor of Greek humanism and freedom, so to speak, stood 
mute before the age of imperialism; it did not fight hegemony or condemn 
the European self-conception of superiority, but went on to define pure and 
practical reason (Kant), phenomenalize the “spirit” and dialecticize power 
relations (Hegel), or ponder “the will to power” (Nietzsche) and the onto-
logical question of Dasein (Heidegger).

Before we examine the imbrications of globalization and Islam more 
closely, it is important to recall the circumstances leading to the ‘emergence’ 
of Islam as a ‘global force’ in Western political discourses. In the aftermath 
of World War II, the Arab world faced numerous challenges. First, there was 
the arduous struggle for decolonization and the dramatic transformations 
each country underwent. Secondly, there was the rise and fall of Nasserite 
pan-Arabism, the Algerian war, and the bellicose years of the Arab–Israeli 
conflict beginning in 1948 and persisting to the present day, what is known 
as the 1967 naksa (setback), followed by ḥarb al-Istinzāf (the War of Attri-
tion, 1976–70). Then came the 1973 October War (a.k.a. the Yom Kippur 
War, or the Ramadan War), the oil boom, the rise of Gulf Islam, the persist-
ence of autocracy, and the radical downturn in economic conditions. All 
this, in combination with employment opportunities in postwar Europe, 
led millions of Arab Muslims (Arab Jewish and Christian migrations had 
started decades before) to immigrate to Europe and North America between 
1950 and 1990. While those migrations noticeably increased the Muslim 
population in the West, they ultimately led to a change in the nature and 
position of Islam in the West. As I elucidate in what follows, this change did 
not go unnoticed by a European public keenly aware of the new presence 
of Islam on its soil.
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But as we address this awareness, it is worth noting that not all propo-
nents of the globalization thesis see Islam in negative terms. For example, in 
his recent book Globalized Islam, Olivier Roy offers a genealogically exten-
sive analysis of Muslim migrations to Europe. Roy argues correctly that 
Muslims usually choose to come to stable labor-oriented markets of Europe 
from their economically challenged and politically suppressive postcolonial 
Third World. Roy defines “global Muslims” as “either Muslims who settled 
permanently in non-Muslim countries (mainly in the West), or Muslims 
who try to distance themselves from a given Muslim culture and stress their 
belonging to a universal ummah [sic] whether in a purely quietist way or 
through global action.”12 He sees globalization as the category that led to a 
confusing objectification of Islam: “Globalisation has blurred the connec-
tion between a religion, a pristine culture, a specific society and a territory. 
The local authority of religion has disappeared, specifically, but not solely, 
through the experience of being Muslim in the West.”13

The disappearance of Islam’s local authority, according to Roy, is due 
mainly to Muslim migrations to Western Europe and the USA. The struc-
tural salience of organized Islam and the prominently felt “Islamic” presence 
of Muslim immigrants in Europe have led to the rise of “re-Islamisation,” or 
“Islamic revivalism,” Roy’s terms for Muslims’ desire and quest for a pure, 
de-cultured form of Islam.14 Because of this de-culturing revivalism, globali-
zation renders Islam a service by freeing it from the embedded cultures and 
inherited impurities that tainted Islam’s core thesis throughout the ages. To 
Roy, globalization thus works to “dissociate Islam from any given culture 
and provide a model that could work beyond any culture.”15 Roy even goes 
further in his argument to state that globalization produced fundamental-
ism “because it acknowledges without nostalgia the loss of pristine cultures, 
and sees as positive the opportunity to build a universal religious identity, 
delinked from any specific culture.”16

Roy’s argument fails to situate Islam in relation to the larger context of 
intra-European migrations post-World War II and postcolonial changes 
in European identity. But even when he tends to correlate the West with 
reason and Islam with a search for a lost umma (nation), his argument 
that the notion of diaspora is becoming obsolete and that Muslims in 
Europe respect the laws of their host countries is quite compelling: “The 
relationship between Western Muslims and Muslim countries is no longer 
diasporic. Syrians and Yemenis in the United States feel above all that they 
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are Arab-Americans. The link is no longer one between a diaspora and a host 
country, but between immigrants and a new set of identities, most of them 
provided by the host countries.”17

Roy also prefers to generalize rather than specify when referring to 
movements like ‘fundamentalism’ and ‘neofundamentalism,’ which can 
sometimes be confusing. For instance, he acknowledges the spiritual side of 
neofundamentalism as da‘wā (proselytizing and preaching) at the expense 
of the political: “For neofundamentalists the aim of action is salvation, 
not revolution.”18 This could be misleading since neofundamentalism, 
a category under which Roy places al-Qaeda as well as Tablighi Jama‘a,19 
undoubtedly has a “jihadist” agenda in the context in which Roy employs 
the term. Despite his explanatory note, Roy still uses the term ‘jihad’ reduc-
tively and ahistorically, especially in his reference to the genesis of al-Qaeda’s 
rage.20 In fact, a linguistically and historically informed analysis of jihad 
would have significantly bolstered Roy’s otherwise forceful argument. I am 
not just referring to the multiple meanings of ‘jihad’ in the Qur’ān, the 
ḥadīth, or Islamic historiography, but more importantly to the ways the 
term has been hijacked, both by Muslim extremists’ efforts to manipulate 
and inculcate uneducated Muslims and by Western media’s and Islamopho-
bics’ charged way of framing the global danger of Islam and legitimation of 
the so-called “war on terror.”21 At the conclusion of his study, Roy returns 
to this issue rather indirectly, when he makes the salient argument that “the 
globalization of Islam should be dealt with while remembering that terror-
ism is a marginal symptom that tells a lot, as does any symptom, and obliges 
everybody (above all Muslims) to go beyond wishful thinking, misgiving, 
and passivity.”22 This seminal point is a reminder that the ‘Islam debate’ in 
the West is more a debate on the West than it is on Islam. Roy’s work is an 
invitation for reassessment. Terrorism is an existing threat to global security, 
but we must think critically about the ways in which this threat is under-
stood and handled.23 An essentialist and culturalist ‘globalization of Islam’ 
is an index of fossilized Islamophobia that can only be treated if we start by 
acknowledging its persistence.

Islamophobia and Globalization
As alluded to earlier in this book, Islamophobia began as fiction and in 
fiction. A phobia, as Freud tells us, is a kind of anxiety where we form “a 
relation to external danger but in which we must judge the fear exaggerated 
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out of all proportion.”24 On the individual level, phobias are psychologi-
cal disorders which Freud finds “puzzling” and occurring mostly among 
“small children.”25 On the societal level, phobias are a contagion prompted 
by social rather than infantile anxiety. Social anxieties happen when a public 
discourse (like art, fiction, audio-visual media), which is usually considered 
the main source of knowledge on an unfamiliar topic or concept, transmits 
fear that is shared collectively without any credible rational basis or verifica-
tion of that external danger. This prompts us to ask the following questions: 
what are people afraid of in Islam? How did terrorism become so strongly 
associated with Islam? In this context, a point that has been made before 
must be made again: there is a correlation between political interest and 
social phobias.

Noam Chomsky cogently puts this relationship into perspective when he 
warns that “all over the place, from the popular culture to the propaganda 
system, there is constant pressure to make people feel that they are helpless, 
that the only role they can have is to ratify decisions and to consume.”26 The 
novelist William Gibson makes a similar point regarding the constructed 
relationship between terrorism and media: “[T]here is always a point at 
which the terrorist ceases to manipulate the media gestalt. A point at which 
the violence may well escalate, but beyond which the terrorist has become 
symptomatic of the media gestalt itself. Terrorism as we ordinarily under-
stand it is innately media-related.”27 The “helplessness” of news consumers 
which Chomsky emphasizes and the media monopoly of terrorism which 
Gibson highlights, both reflect a deplorable state of dependency among the 
populace. This dependency results from innocent assumptions of the cred-
ibility of and uncritical reliability on media sources. Media coverage does 
not consist of mere reporting of news or events, but of impressions influ-
enced by partisan corporational interests and political biases.

A representative example of the globalist camp’s ‘phobic’ imagination of 
Arab Muslims in Europe as a menacing global presence can be found in the 
British author Anthony Burgess’s novella, 1985, which begins with the fol-
lowing lines: “It was the week before Christmas, Monday midday, mild and 
muggy, and the muezzins of West London were yodeling about there being 
no God but Allah: ‘La ilaha illa’lah. La ilaha illa’lah.’”28 In this cacotopic 
work, Islam looms large. Muslim Arabs are establishing themselves in met-
ropolitan Europe while mosques are being built in the center of London. 
Although written in 1978, the image of Islam that Burgess portrays is eerily 
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relevant to the recent events in Switzerland involving the banning of mina-
rets. Burgess’s novel is mainly a critique of the expanding power of trade 
unions and syndicalism in Britain. Yet it reveals the West’s obsession with 
Islam as a threat and points to a predominant monolithic imagining of 
‘Islam’ as a nation.

In the imagined world of Burgess’s 1985, trade unions have become 
the bête noire of postmodernity, so powerful that they are in full control of 
society, while at the same time a silent danger is slowly materializing. This 
danger is the ascendancy of Islam to cultural and political power in Europe. 
Burgess envisions London, the colonial capital of the twentieth century, 
as teeming with mosques and rich Arab Muslims as a result of large-scale 
immigration from the Middle East to Europe. In this nightmarish dysto-
pia, global Islam has become the galvanizing force of a new world order, 
one in which Arab oil money has bought up the morally and intellectually 
bankrupt West. Interestingly enough, Burgess pits Christianity and Islam 
against each other in an inevitable conflict where one force must dominate 
the other. In the novella, Burgess foretells that the collapse of Christianity 
and the decline of self-confidence and self-belief in the West will leave a 
spiritual and cultural vacuum. Looking into the near future, Burgess argues 
that the power of Islam is poised to fill this emptiness with a meaning of 
its own:

Where would Tucland be without the Arabs? The oil at a price even 
more exorbitant, flowed in from Islam and kept Tucland’s industries 
going. And Islam was not only the hot desert but also the cold ocean… 
. The Arabs were in Britain to stay. They owned Al-Dorchester, Al-
Klaridges, Al-Browns, various Al-Hiltons and Al-Idayinns, with soft 
drinks in the bars and no bacon for breakfast. They owned things that 
people did not even know they owned, including distilleries and brew-
eries. And, in Great Smith Street, soon would stand the symbol of 
their strength – the Masjid-ul-Haram or Great Mosque of London.”29

Burgess’s implication is that as materialistic syndicalism destroys itself from 
within, it will leave the West powerless against the rising power of Islam. 
Bev Jones, Burgess’s protagonist, randomly waves at a car as his bus is late. 
Finally a green Spivak stops for him and he has the following conversation 
with its gaunt driver:
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‘What’s your trade’? asked Bev, ‘or, of course, profession?’
â•… ‘I’m with Bevis the Builders,’ said the man. ‘We specialize in the 
erection of mosques. I have built mosques all over the world. I built 
that one off the Vila della Conciliazione in Rome… . At present, I am 
engaged in the Great Smith Street contract.’
â•… ‘Ah,’ said Bev. ‘The Masjid-ul-Haram.’
â•… ‘You speak Arabic?’
â•… ‘La. Ma hiya jinsiyatuk?’
â•… The man chuckled. ‘First you say no, then you ask me where 
I’m from. Call me Islamic, no more. Islam is a country, just as your 
Tucland is a country. Ideas and beliefs make countries. The big 
difference between Islam and the materialistic syndicalist states is the 
difference between God and a bottle of beer.’30

This ideational ‘country of Islam’ constitutes through Muslim immigration 
and control of resources an insidious agenda of supremacy and indoctrina-
tion, where the wealth amassed by oil allows the Arabs to control the West’s 
energy supplies. In this brilliantly depicted dystopia, Burgess expresses his 
own disgust with the material and moral lapse of his contemporary England 
as a conduit to critique the present condition of Britain and direct attention 
to an imminent threat. The idea is that if England were to suffer the most 
horrifying of nightmares, this nightmare would not be its transformation 
into a piggish “big brother” totalitarian state, as Orwell had it in Nineteen 
Eighty-Four, but worse still, it would be an Islamic take-over. The threat is 
not only that ‘the Muslims are coming,’ but that the European order as it 
used to be will cease to exist. Burgess makes it clear in his novella that his 
profound sense of unease comes from the fear that the world he now inhab-
its is slowly but surely erasing the very core of his identity as an Englishman 
in Europe:

At dawn on Christmas Eve there was no bread, for the bakers locked 
the doors on their flour stocks and went on strike;”31 … So they sat 
together that evening chewing dates and cracking walnuts… . and 
they saw White Christmas with Saint Bing and Rosemary Clooney, 
and when Arab Hour came on they switched over to a new musical 
version of Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol.32
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Written in part as a response to George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, where 
the world is lost to a conflict between vast totalitarian empires, Burgess’s 
less known work carries a warning against a world lost to reverse Islamic 
colonization of Europe. Like a Spanish Tragedy à la Thomas Kyd, there is 
an inherent subtext of European guilt and Muslim revenge underlying Bur-
gess’s work. But what is intriguing about this fictive representation of Islam 
as an uncontrollable dominant force in Europe is that it strikes a chord with 
current research on the ‘problem’ of Muslim immigration in the West and 
its impact on globalization. In European capitalist societies, the new global 
transformations have rekindled xenophobia, cultural bigotry, and old ideo-
logical preconceptions, particularly in response to mass labor migrations 
from the Arab world into metropolitan Europe. These costs of globalization 
have become the fuel of “culture talk” in Europe.

In a more recent development of these dramatic consequences of globali-
zation, the Financial Times columnist Christopher Caldwell addresses the 
question of immigration and European identity in a lengthy study target-
ing the ‘global menace’ of Islam in Europe. Caldwell’s depiction of Islam 
as a threat to Europe dwarfs Burgess’s 1985 by comparison.33 According to 
Caldwell, Europe has now become a “continent of migrants.” Those immi-
grants include a substantial body of Muslims, who are posing what Caldwell 
bluntly describes as “the most acute problems” because of their belief. Cald-
well connects the rise of Muslim immigration to Europe with major changes 
in European landscape and culture. Caldwell, who unsurprisingly embraces 
Samuel Huntington’s concept of the “clash of civilizations,”34 forcefully 
argues that Islam has increasingly challenged habitual patterns of Euro-
pean life and is currently threatening to transform Europe into a continent 
different from itself.35 The demographic explosion of immigrants, argues 
Caldwell, has made Europe a continent with more immigrants than natives 
for the first time in its modern history. According to Caldwell, the explo-
sive population growth of Muslims immigrants in particular puts Europe 
in a difficult cultural situation as it staggers to retain its identity. In other 
words, Europe’s identity is now at stake due to the emergence of a strong 
Muslim population: “The Islam professed by roughly half of Europe’s new 
arrivals sits uneasily with European traditions of secularism. In the struggle 
between the two, it would be arrogant to assume secularism has the stronger 
hand. The spiritual tawdriness Islamic immigrants perceive in the modern 
West is not imaginary. It may be Europe’s biggest liability in preserving its 
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culture.”36 According to Caldwell, Europe completely misjudged the cul-
tural implications of non-assimilationist Muslim migrants, overrated its 
reliability on foreign labor, and continued its flexible immigration policies 
while unaware of the danger lying down the road: “It is certain that Europe 
will emerge changed from its confrontation with Islam. It is far less certain 
that Islam will prove assimilable. Europe finds itself in a contest with Islam 
for the allegiance of its newcomers. For now, Islam is the stronger party in 
that contest.”37

In his critique, Caldwell emphasizes the negative side-effects of Muslim 
immigrations to Europe: the 2004 and 2005 bombings in Madrid and 
London, the 2005 civil unrest in France, the increasing number of Muslim 
inmates in European prisons, plus many other vices that range from honor 
killings to the virginity-restorative “hymen repair operations.”38 But Cald-
well forgets that a vast number of Muslim immigrants are more secular in 
their leanings and hold key positions in governments as well as in respected 
fields like medicine and public service. While the majority of Muslim 
migrants seek to maintain traditions and cultural practices of the places they 
migrated from, Caldwell cannot simply reduce them to a vicious category of 
criminals in order to make his point. The taxonomic typicality with which 
Caldwell treats all Muslims in Europe is at best naive and renders his argu-
ment reductive and doubtful. He treats Muslims as if they all come from a 
self-contained civilization and share an identical version of Islam.

It is true, as we have seen from the recent events in France, Italy, Den-
mark, and Switzerland, that Islam has a more prominent visibility in Europe 
than ever before. This visibility should not be misinterpreted as an “Islam 
Revolution,” to invoke Caldwell’s phobic title. It is rather evidence that 
Europe’s Muslims are eager to practice their religion where they live and 
raise their children. According to the French historian Claude Langlois, 
Islam has become “France’s second most important religion.”39 This new 
reality, Langlois maintains, means that the increasing number of Muslims 
in France (four million at the time of his study) demands that Islam be 
acknowledged and not looked at as an alien, inferior religion. This means 
that Islam can no longer be treated with the same outdated colonial distaste, 
and, more importantly, that European Muslims “will no longer tolerate 
being treated as second-class citizens.”40

Langlois’s observation is an important prehistory that helps put Cald-
well’s study into context. Caldwell’s writing seems provoked by the greater 
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visibility of mosques in Europe. This reveals a new sense of vulnerability, 
for the construction of more mosques with minarets will end Catholicism’s 
long-standing monopoly over Europe’s religious architecture. In other 
words, Caldwell’s implication is that Europe is either Catholic or secular. 
There is no and there will be no middle ground:

When Archbishop (later Cardinal) Lustiger of Paris spoke at a rally 
organized by the Parent-Teacher Association of parochial schools in 
the Paris area on April 24, 1982, he had this to say about the history 
of religious education in France: “All things considered, we can pride 
ourselves on the fact that our culture has been able to accommodate 
the three religions that Emperor Napoleon I recognized: Catholicism, 
the Protestant Church, and Judaism. But what a difficult problem 
we face now with the unforeseen arrival of large numbers of French-
speaking children of Islamic background!”41

This “difficult problem” of French-speaking Islam which Cardinal Lustiger 
pronouncedly addresses is a tragic reminder that Islam in Europe now is 
doubly rejected as a foreign religion that oddly lies between the Scylla and 
Charybdis of Judeo-Christianity and secularism. This is why the processes 
of educational secularization in France and the architectural trimmings of 
minarets in Switzerland are current symptoms of Europe’s post-theological 
‘theological’ discomfort with Islam. If the political potency of Christian 
authority has become history in Europe and is now replaced by parliaments 
and prime ministers, then must Islam seem awkward as well as backward?

What we learn from Cardinal Lustiger’s address is that Europe still relies 
on a discourse of Christian history and ethnic identities which led to the 
establishment of stereotypes, among them sentiments like “Arabs are a 
problem,” and “Islam is a threat.” In an age of supposed secularism, Cald-
well’s study, much like Burgess’s fiction and Cardinal Lustiger’s odd and 
ahistorical marriage of Christianity and Judaism, tells another important 
story: Europe did not integrate its immigrants’ children, which explains 
much of the present day Islamophobia. The French still call the Arabs in 
France ‘Beurs’ (a racial and stereotyping term that refers to Maghrebis and 
their offspring), the Germans call them ‘schlitzohrig’ (cunning), ‘scheinheilig’ 
(hypocritical), ‘gewaltbereit’ (ready to be violent or extremist), ‘intolerant’ 
(intolerant, especially towards women). Excluded, European Muslims find 
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themselves forced to return to an imaginary home of Islam in search of a 
shelter and a cure for their lacerated sensibilities caught between cold inhos-
pitable lands and remote disconnected origins.

One would expect that Caldwell’s invoking of a ‘common European 
identity’ should rely on the claim to a unique, monolithic, and coherent 
European history. This is exactly what is problematic in Caldwell’s argu-
ment, and this is the myth that the Swiss literary critic Adolf Muschg 
expertly dispels as follows:

What holds Europe together and what divides it are at heart the same 
thing: common memories and habits, acquired step by step through 
the process of distancing itself from fatal habits. Europe is what Europe 
is becoming. It is neither the Occident nor the cradle of civilization; 
it does not have a monopoly on science, enlightenment, and moder-
nity. It shouldn’t attempt to ground its identity in any other way than 
through its own experiences: any claims for exclusivity can only lead 
into the same delusion and pretension through which Europe of the 
nineteenth century believed itself to represent the rest of the world, 
and entitled to dominate it.42

Caldwell therefore is haunted by what he perceives as the threatening 
diversity of Europe. One sad lesson Caldwell’s book teaches us is that a 
willful repression of certain aspects of European history is needed in order 
to keep the myth of Europe alive. For in addition to the arrival of Muslim 
immigrants from post-colonies, major transformations in European demo-
graphics were caused by intra-European changes in the flow of labor and 
capital within the larger context of the globalization process. Therefore, 
in historicizing Muslim immigrations to Europe, it is incorrect to rely on 
common ideological assumptions that the population of Europe has been 
ethnically homogeneous. The activism of non-Muslim minority communi-
ties in Europe and long-standing pre-colonial, colonial, and postcolonial 
intercontinental migrations within Europe has been instrumental in reshap-
ing Europe’s demographics. These population displacements were the result 
of diverse causes.43 The Arab-Muslim population of former European colo-
nies, especially the Maghreb, was for the most part driven by economic 
and ideological forces to immigrate to countries like France and Holland. 
These forces can be summed up in the financial promises of Europe’s open 
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labor markets and the partial success of colonial educational and cultural 
inculcation of the colonized population without ever allowing them full 
Europeanization. Add to this, Muslim Arabs are not Europe’s sole “immi-
grants.” Take for example the intra-European refugees in the aftermath of 
World War II or the West-bound migrations that resulted from Communist 
dictatorships in Eastern Europe. Consider also the mass employments of 
Western European industrial powers and the crucial need for labor importa-
tion from countries like Yugoslavia, Italy, Greece and Turkey.

Clearly, the idea of a culturally established and homogeneous Europe no 
longer has the colonial glamour it once had. But in a postnationalist world 
of complex mobilities and internet capital transfers, the same could be said 
of many parts of the world, including the United States, Canada, and Aus-
tralia. Anthony Giddens and his student David Held describe these global 
demographic transitions as a natural outcome of the problematic of “time-
space compression.”44 Yet if these multi-ethnic global transformations are 
now thought to have undermined long-established ethno-national models 
in Europe and are so agitating that they drive some writers to highlight the 
threat of Muslims’ transnational transgressions of European culture, then 
one has to view the turn to Islamophobic narratives in literary and cultural 
studies as well as in history and anthropology as among the unfortunate 
consequences of globalization and, worse still, as a eulogy to colonialism. As 
I have tried to show in this book, colonialism is not the opposite of an eman-
cipated postcolonial era. Colonialism is not only the consequence of racist 
and biased European industrial modernity. Colonialism is also the constitu-
tive condition and the diabolic prehistory to contemporary structures of 
trans-nationalism, globalism, multi-culturalism, and cosmopolitanism.45

Nonetheless, Caldwell’s argument remains timely and fits right into the 
larger ongoing argument about globalization that overshadows the more spe-
cific histories of violence in Europe and the USA by which the rise of Islamic 
terrorism has commonly been defined. So far, much of the Islam/globaliza-
tion debate has tended to be framed around questions of national security, 
citizenship, and immigration focused by the impact of “the war on terror,” 
most evidently with respect to the events of September 11 and global aspira-
tions for a terrorism-free world. But the turning away from public diplomacy 
to militarism has impeded the West’s ability to discern the mechanics of 
terrorism or even confront the origins of “violence” in the last century. There-
fore, if someone like Caldwell wants his argument to be taken seriously and 
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not to be dismissed as a flagrant invocation of exclusionary Eurocentrism, he 
should not blame Muslim immigrants for causing all the violence in Europe, 
for this is a straw-man argument that has long been defeated.

Emphasis on Islam in the globalized world tends to be placed on counterÂ�
acting terrorism, which inevitably works against all Muslims in Western 
Europe and America by continuing to mark them as ‘Other.’ While the 
focus in the war on terror and the fight for a homogeneous Europe tends 
to be on inciting aggressive cultural demarcation, closing borders, imposing 
tighter immigration laws, and intensifying investigations of Muslim citizens 
and visitors, the shameful history of profiling and stereotyping Muslims in 
the West tends not to be investigated. This ignorance creates the inevitable 
dilemma of guarding globalization against the Arab and Islamic worlds and 
the way this exclusion is guaranteed not only to destabilize the very meaning 
of globalization, but also to revive and reinforce old antagonistic percep-
tions of Islam as an incorrigible belief system that stands outside the ‘global’ 
attributes of the rest of the world.

Cosmopolitan Islam
Anthony Kwame Appiah’s recent work Cosmopolitanism provides a simple 
yet noble philosophy for post-September 11 global coexistence. Written in 
part as a response to subsequent “cultural talk,”46 especially the debates over 
the moral and cultural differences between “us” and “them,” Appiah main-
tains that it is wrong to characterize conflicts in the world in terms of their 
moral values. Appiah attempts to offer a recipe for the present conflict-
ridden human condition in the age of globalization, though ‘globalization’ 
is not a term Appiah would necessarily welcome. In fact, he believes that 
we do not live under the rubric of “globalization,” a term originally used to 
describe “marketing strategy, and [that] then came to designate a macroeco-
nomic thesis, and now can seem to encompass everything, and nothing.”47

While Appiah admits he chose the term “cosmopolitanism” with “some 
ambivalence,” he still believes that it can be “rescued” from its associations 
with “superiority towards the putative provincial.” Appiah provides a very 
brief history of cosmopolitanism: how it originated with the Cynics of the 
fourth century bce; how it was developed by Roman Stoics like Cicero, 
Seneca, and Epictetus; how it entered Christian diction during the Roman 
Empire; and how it assumed a philosophical status in the Enlightenment 
with European thinkers like Kant and Christopher Martin Wieland.48 
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Appiah’s goal is to draw attention to the “interesting conceptual questions 
that lie beneath the facts of globalization.”49 Those questions include the 
validity of our value systems, the meaning of difference, questions of rela-
tivism, the clash between morals and manners, and, more importantly, the 
question of the place of strangers in a larger human context. Speaking from 
a crude philosophical viewpoint which he does not seek to hide, Appiah 
emphasizes the fated division of values between the local and the universal 
as a starting point to navigate all these questions. As he does in his work 
on The Ethics of Identity, Appiah offers an alternative framework of “liberal 
cosmopolitanism” in lieu of the hackneyed politics of cultural difference.

The real issue for Appiah is that it is futile to think that humans will ever 
agree on a hierarchy of values in our world, especially as the cosmos is get-
ting more and more packed. In Appiah’s opinion, dialogues between people 
from different cultures are unavoidable. Those dialogues or “conversations,” 
Appiah maintains, must not be predicated on our particular religious iden-
tities; nor should they be based on our geopolitical differences; nor again 
should they be centered around our sexual orientations or our ethno-cultural 
and racial differences. While all those forms of human diversity exist, and 
while the recognition of every individual or group’s uniqueness is an essential 
component of liberal democracy, we must find the essential sources central 
to the ways in which we understand, fashion, and reflect on our human 
existence as a whole.

These sought-after sources of cosmopolitanism push Appiah’s thesis more 
towards an ethics or ethos of humanistic coexistence than political maneu-
vering. This is why someone like Sir Richard Francis Burton is important 
for Appiah’s thesis. Burton’s “citizenship of the world” serves as a model for 
‘cosmopolitanism’ and as an approach to life that involves both a core set of 
commitments to one’s individual background as well as a recognition and 
appreciation of cultural differences wherever and whenever one encounters 
them. To Appiah, Burton was able to see the essence of humanity underneath 
the veneers of cultures and religions. Burton exercised cosmopolitanism as 
a project for life:

Burton’s voracious assimilation of religions, literatures, and customs 
from around the world marks him as someone who was fascinated 
by the range of human invention, the variety of our ways of life and 
thought. And though he never pretended to anything like dispassion, 
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that knowledge brought him a point where he could see the world 
from perspectives remote from the outlook in which he had been 
brought up. A cosmopolitan openness to the world is perfectly con-
sistent with picking and choosing among the options you find in 
your search. Burton’s English contemporaries sometimes thought he 
displayed more respect for Islam than for the Christianity in which 
was raised: though his wife was convinced that he had converted 
to Catholicism. I think it will be truer to say that he was, as W.H. 
Wilkins wrote in the Romance of Isabel Lady Burton, ‘a Mohammedan 
among Mohammedans, a Mormon among Mormons, a Sufi among 
the Shazlis, and a Catholic among the Catholics.’50

But this does not mean that the world should be populated by cosmopoli-
tans like Burton. Appiah admits that Burton was “an odd sort of mélange 
of cosmopolitan and misanthrope,”51 who bought slaves, hated the Irish, 
looked down at French-Canadians, Pawnee Indians, Africans, and despised 
Americans. While Appiah admires Burton for wearing so many hats, he 
sees his “cosmopolitanism” as imperfect and faulty and regards his multi-
lingualism and versatility as strong evidence that racism is not the child 
of ignorance. Still, what makes Burton useful for Appiah’s project is pre-
cisely the understanding that despite his hatred and cynicism of others, he 
knew perfectly well that the worst mistake any human being could commit 
against humanity “is to think that your little shard of mirror can reflect the 
whole.”52

If Burton’s example is to teach us anything, it is that a cosmopolitani-
zation of Islam is not just an appeal to all Muslims, especially the radical 
ones, to learn to live in and accept a world of difference, but also a call 
to all humans to recognize that others have different values and to learn 
to accept them as well. Acceptance does not mean compliance or conver-
sion, but mainly recognition of one’s responsibility to all human beings. 
Appiah thus ventures to introduce an overarching ideal that balances the 
diverse values of humanity and transcends cultural and religious affiliations. 
Appiah’s ‘cosmopolitanism’ is thus a coexistential approach that appreciates 
human diversity and the importance of different customs, traditions, and 
religions, while transcending them all in order to find a détente, so to speak, 
or a working tool in an increasingly shrinking world where “hiv[ing] off 
from one another seems no longer a serious option.”53
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This philosophy which seeks to safeguard the psychological well-being of 
the globe is a very reasonable, indeed very sensible and perceptive one. Cos-
mopolitanism will ideally allow us to abandon a view of the world tainted 
with capitalistic ambitions, historical biases, and geopolitical prejudices. 
But what if cosmopolitanism is itself a product of geopolitics or a different 
strategy of assuming supremacy? After all, the history of cosmopolitanism 
Appiah cites is solely European, not to mention all the references that con-
stitute the intellectual framework of his work. If cosmopolitanism is to be a 
global solution for our conflicting values, where is the globality in that very 
solution?

On one hand, Appiah’s discussion of cosmopolitanism gives the impres-
sion of a balanced appreciation of the forces of religion embedded in all 
traditions; on the other hand, he pursues his ethics of cosmopolitanism, 
which is also the ethics of liberalism and of modernity, with a Europeanism 
hard to ignore. It is not wrong to base one’s thesis on those principles, but 
if the goal is to reach a rapprochement between various traditions (though 
mainly Islam and the West are at the center of his book), then it behoves 
us to adopt a pluralistic and inclusive mode of thought. This well-meaning 
reliance on the Western tradition alone makes it look as though the world 
can be saved by a rationality that can only emanate from Western Europe. 
It would seem that Appiah is offering to resolve or challenge the prob-
lem of fanaticism and fundamentalism in the world through a dialectical 
‘advancement’ of European thought. Is not cosmopolitanism, after all, a 
human heritage, intricate and interdisciplinary in nature, one that, as Said 
unfailingly reminds us, is not a matter of ownership, “but rather of appro-
priations, common experiences, and interdependencies of all kinds among 
different cultures”?54

To Appiah’s credit, reference to Islam is for the most part benign and 
nostalgic, brought about by general knowledge, but mostly by scattered 
childhood memories of himself as a Christian child in multi-religious 
Ghana. In many respects, Appiah’s book underscores the fruitful potential 
of cosmopolitanism as a teleological ideal, and this is what makes it more 
enjoyable, especially when he advances his case through the aesthetic and 
confessional mode of narrative and story-telling rather than traditional 
argument.

This remains a relatively small matter and in some way exemplifies Appi-
ah’s own cosmopolitanism. Nonetheless, it seems that in a candid attempt 
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to approximate religio-cultural values between Islam and the West, Appiah 
does so in a Eurocentric manner (except perhaps for sporadic reference to 
anti-cosmopolitan figures like Bin Ladin and his band). What tends to slip 
out of view in Appiah’s work is precisely the historical and global dimen-
sions of cosmopolitanism: Appiah finds supreme examples in Horace, 
Homer, Sophocles, Richard Burton, Walter Benjamin, Edmund Burke, 
Kant, Hegel, Napoleon, Shakespeare, David Hume, Thomas Carlyle, T.S. 
Eliot, Charles Darwin, Adam Smith, George Eliot, Galileo, Bill Gates, and 
Michael Jackson. Why no Gilgamesh, Sunjata, El-Cid, or Arabian Nights; no 
Muhiyy al-Dīn Ibn ‘Arabī, or al-Ḥallāj; no Muḥammad ‘Abduh or Umm 
Kulthūm; no Naguib Mahfouz or Mohammed Arkoun? One can see that he 
does not wish to exclude famous advocates of cosmopolitanism,55 and rea-
sonably so, but he shies away from engaging with traditions of other parts 
of the world, not for lack of familiarity, but perhaps because he is for some 
reason less likely to imagine that they, too, hold views on cosmopolitanism 
and narratives that are fruitful and worthy of consideration.56

The most fitting reply I can envisage to this Eurocentric ‘idea’ of the 
cosmopolitan and the global is the one that Antonio Negri and Michael 
Hardt provide:

Here is a non-Eurocentric view of the global multitude: an open net-
work of singularities that links together on the basis of the common 
they share and the common they produce. It is not easy for any 
of us to stop measuring the world against the standard of Europe, 
but the concept of the multitude requires it of us. It is a challenge. 
Embrace it.57

In Appiah’s case it appears that “the concept of the multitude” is tied more 
to a linguistic than a material reality, and this is precisely where his project of 
cosmopolitanism fails. If the ideal of cosmopolitanism, not the etymology 
of it, is solely Eurocentric, then there is a dangerous ideology at work, one 
that results from, as Paul de Man cleverly puts it, “the confusion of linguis-
tic with natural reality, of reference with phenomenalism.”58 There will be 
in Eurocentric cosmopolitanism something very threatening, against which 
the non-Europeans who have a stake in joining the happy camp of cosmo-
politans, would want to put themselves on their guard for fear it might just 
be yet another variation on the theme of Eurocentrism.
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Giving Violence a New Name
When drawing attention to false continuums (like treating all Muslims as 
if they were threats to national security), I recall a mural in the Library of 
Congress that fascinated me when I saw it for the first time upon coming to 
the United States in 1993. This mural, which was designed by the American 
artist Edwin Howland Blashfield (1848–1936), decorates the dome of the 
main reading room in the Jefferson Building. On the ceiling of the lantern, 
the dome’s highest point, is an exquisite image of a woman lifting a veil 
from her face with two cupid-like boys on each side of her. One is looking 
at a book (arguably the book of wisdom and knowledge) and the other is 
casting a downward look, perhaps towards the earth. The mural symbol-
izes human understanding, intellectual progress, and global solidarity and 
is itself the center of a larger circle consisting of twelve seated and winged 
figures. Those figures represent important cultural contributions to global 
history. Judea: Religion; Greece: Philosophy; Rome: Administration; The 
Middle Ages: Modern Languages; Italy: Fine Arts; Spain: Discovery; Ger-
many: Painting; France: Emancipation; England: Literature; Egypt: Written 
Records. America: Science; and Islam: Physics.

I do not take this picture to be ideal or representative of global achieve-
ments, as it almost exclusively (except perhaps for four figures that are also 
connected to Europe) attributes the advancement of civilization to the 
West. The mural also confers on America a rather ambitious role in global 
progress, more nationalistically inspired than historically informed, while 
ignoring important contributors to human civilization of a wide range of 
other cultures and peoples. Still, there is an uncanny resemblance between 
Islam and America in this clock-like painting. Not only do both have the 
closest connection among the other figures in terms of global contribu-
tion, but they also share common features: they are both seated in a pensive 
philosopher-like pose while curiously pondering a problem of physics or 
science, working at the moment of their glorification in this global hall of 
fame. Despite their different appearances (Islam is a bare-chested bearded 
man with a turban and a medieval lab apparatus underneath his foot, and 
America is a young muscular man in work clothes attending to a machine of 
sorts), Islam and America are tied together in the sacred task of improving 
the human condition.

I have discussed Islam’s contribution to human sciences elsewhere,59 but 
to view a work of art in the middle of America’s capital that brings Islam 
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and America together as tireless angels working for the benefit of mankind 
is as surrealistic as it is painfully ironic in today’s world. When the construc-
tion of the Jefferson Building was completed by the end of the nineteenth 
century, the United States’ ascendancy must have viewed Islam differently 
from the way it views it today.

Many scholars have done tremendous work on the history of Islam and 
America and the history of Islam in America.60 It is crucial to remind our-
selves now that a century before this mural was created in the Library of 
Congress, the mission and definition of America in the global world, espe-
cially in relation to Islam, had been the subject of heated debates. William 
Lancaster, an eighteenth-century anti-Federalist delegate of North Carolina, 
draws attention to a fearful prospect of a Muslim becoming president of the 

Figure 6.1â•‡ The Library of Congress mural
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United States. In the American Constitution Debate of 1788, Lancaster 
issues the following warning: “But let us remember that we form a govern-
ment for millions not yet in existence. I have not the art of divination. In 
the course of four or five hundred years, I do not know how it will work. 
This is most certain, that Papists may occupy that chair, and Mahometans 
may take it.”61

In opposing the separation between the church and the state, Lancaster 
used Islam as a hypothetical reference to underline the dreadful prospects if 
the second clause of Article 6, Chapter 3 of the Constitution were to be rati-
fied. At that time, Islam in America was practiced mostly by African slaves. 
The clause stated: “The Senators and Representatives before mentioned, and 
the Members of the several State Legislatures, and all executive and judicial 
Officers, both of the United States and of the several States, shall be bound 
by Oath or Affirmation, to support this Constitution; but no religious Test 
shall ever be required as a Qualification to any Office or Public Trust under 
the United States.”62 There is no doubt that the mandate of religious free-
dom that America’s Founding Fathers drafted and insisted on has put the 
American nation into challenging tests over the past two centuries. There 
is also no doubt that Lancaster’s fear of a future where a ‘Mahometan’ and 
a ‘slave’ might be president, much like Anthony Burgess’s and Christopher 
Caldwell’s fearful admonitions that Islam may take over Europe, reflects 
deep-rooted Islamophobia and racism that have persisted for centuries and 
have come to haunt us today in the shadow of September 11.

The goal, as mentioned earlier, is not so much to dissolve our differences 
in a ‘cosmopolitan’ pot of coexistence as it is to challenge the notion that 
our cultural and national differences must necessarily inspire animosity or 
fuel hatred. These basic differences in no way constitute even the contours 
of a thorough study of the precise dynamics at work in the relationship 
between Islam and the West. Those who promote enmity and convey infor-
mation based on the knowledge that we inhabit a world of rivalry only 
reveal severe ignorance when it comes to the divergences and continuities 
between Islamic and Western civilizations. We need to interrogate the terms 
of the differences promoted by those ideologies so that a more productive 
dialogue may take place. Despite the colonial encounters (and, ironically, 
because of them), the Arab-Muslim world is ‘culturally’ more contiguous 
with the West than it was a century ago.
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Clearly, a great deal of historical research still needs to be done in order 
to expose interest-based conclusions masquerading as ‘scientifically’ verifi-
able historical knowledge, and usually coming to us from the other ‘global’ 
side of the world. Only a small plot of the soil of Islam with its vast areas 
has so far been sifted (mostly in studies on early conquests and classical 
Islam), despite the intensity of historical scholarship on Islam in Europe 
and North America. In all this turmoil, one fact remains clear: no religion, 
especially one with the magnitudes and multitudes of Islam, deserves to be 
reduced to a fossilized residual category, left behind while the premises of 
‘globalization’ are being launched by a ‘universal’ West. Any serious histori-
cal research on Islam and its societies outside of Europe will have to adopt 
more accurate critically and linguistically informed methods predicated on 
respect for differences. Those who believe that they think in terms of free, 
detached, disinterested historicization when it comes to Islam, especially 
the kind of history that ascribes terrorism and violence to one religion at 
the expense of others, are unable to grasp the enormity of the experience of 
xenophobia that annuls their very thinking. As the desire to rid the world 
of terror has turned insidiously against itself, the inevitable task is to allow 
neither the power of the Empire nor our own powerlessness to confuse us. 
Our freedom from “terror” in all its manifestations would be gained not 
by choosing between Muslims and non-Muslims but by dismissing such 
a rigid way of thinking altogether. If history is what stays when we depart, 
then EuroAmerica has indeed entered a new era with an outworn historical 
epistemology, one that continues to abandon responsibility and self-critique 
while living narcissistically on the uses and abuses of the past.
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