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REVOLUTIONARY ISLAM 

How to initiate the revival of Islam? A vanguard must set out with 

this determination and then keep going, marching through the vast 

ocean o f jahilrya [the state of ignorance preceding and surrounding 

Islam] which encompasses the entire world. During its course, this 

vanguard, while distancing itself, somewhat aloof from this all

encompassing jahilrya, should also retain contacts with it. The 

Muslims in this vanguard must know the landmarks and the sign

posts on the road to this goal ... they ought to be aware of their 

position vis-a-vis this jahilryawhich has struck its stakes throughout 

the earth. They must know when to cooperate with others and 

when to separate from them . .. what characteristics and qualities 

they should cultivate ... I have written Signposts for this vanguard 

which I consider to be a waiting reality about to be realized. 

- Sayyid Qutb, Ma'alim jil-Tariq [Signposts along the Road], 1964 

The Caliphate. Coming soon to a country near you. 

-Hizb'ut Tahrir, broadsheet, UK 1996 

No assassin, no propagandist of the deed, has ever matched the impact 

of the aviators who struck the Twin Towers on September 11. The event 
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signaled the arrival in the heartland of global capital of a new model 

vanguard. Islamism: the new International. 

It was predictable that, in the immediate aftermath of September 11, 

the public airwaves would be filled, not with a debate about the role of 

America in the world or the conditions producing political Islam in its 

most militant forms, but with the tired Orientalist litany: Islamic terror 

and Islam's bloody borders, Muslim rage, the Green Peril, barbarians' 

hatted of freedom, and the new Crusades. We have witnessed a unilat

eral declaration of war by the Islamists, said one nullity in the US 

foreign-policy establishment.97 In this Manichean world, Islam was not 

simply pre-modern, it was anti-modernity itself. Muslims were (at best) 

"a nuisance ... and always were a nuisance".98 

Doubtless there will be those for whom what follows merely adds to 

this Orientalist chronicle. We have opened our chapter, after all, with the 

voice of a new Islamic vanguard draped in the cloak of revolutionary 

excess, dreaming of the return of the Caliphate. We know full well the 

dangers of collocating at the outset Islam and violence, of conflating the 

Muslim, the Arab, and the Terrorist, and of substituting a wholly unrep

resentative strand of contemporary religious orthodoxy for the complex 

and heterogeneous f.trmament of Muslim belief, practice, and political 

expression. But those who properly dismiss the notion of Islam as a 

"totalizing cultural system" - the belief, in other words, that Islam is 

unique among world religions in its capacity to infiltrate all aspects of the 

social and political life of its adherents - must still come to terms with 

the fact that in the attacks of September 11 the worst fears of the 

Islamophobes (and perhaps their own) seemed to be conf.trmed. Yet we 

remain convinced that, in the rush to expose the logic of imperial oil or 

the new American militarism, the Left has passed far too quickly over the 

97 Daniel Pipes, Militant Islam &aches America, New York 2003. 
98 E rnest Gellner, cited in Aziz / al-Azmeh, "Postmodern Obscurantism and the Muslim 

Ques tion", Socialist Register 2003, p. 46. 
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Islamic constellation - its historic mutations, social forces, and political 

expressions. In this chapter we try to face squarely the emergence of a 

vanguardist Islam - and what it means for the Left- and to locate its 

genesis in relation to the real diversity, and the heterogeneous politics, 

enveloped by the global Muslim community. 

If Samuel Huntington, D aniel Pipes, and the American Enterprise 

Institute seized on September 11 for their own purposes, putting the image 

to immediate use, the other end of the political spectrum seemed dazed, 

paralyzed even. Confusion compounded with revulsion seemed to 

produce a sort of schizophrenia. Was this a strike in the name of a modern 

anti-imperialism, or grounds for a " just war" adequate to the horrors 

inflicted upon slaughtered innocents? Was it a time for solidarity, even 

patriotism? Had it become unthinkable, suddenly, to point to the deep 

narcissism and selectivity of America's compassion for the victim - to 

mention Rwanda or the Palestinian intifada in the same breath as the 

horrors on TV? The Left did not know then, and still does not know, 

exactly who ordered the attacks on New York and Washington, but the 

pilots' actions - and the rhetoric that followed - were nevertheless 

instantly recognizable as a form of modern revolutionary politics: they were 

precision strikes aimed at the heart of the American empire. Bin Laden 

himself declared that a blow had been struck by almighty Allah against the 

"vital organs of America"; the "real targets", he said, were '~erica's 

icons of military and economic power". It was not St. Peter's in Rome that 

was attacked, noted Olivier Roy; "it was not even the Wailing Wall. It was 

Wall Street".99 For those who had spent the 1990s struggling against the 

IMF- Treasury nexus and its neo--liberal shock troops, could this be a case 

of "the enemy of my enemy"? But who could endorse the reckless 

destruction of the mammoth Buddhas at Bamiyan, the anti-Semitism of 

the Islamist vanguard, the banning of music and kite-flying, the grotesque 

99 Olivier Roy, G!obalised Islam, New York 2004, p. 46. 
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misogyny of the jihadists, and the very idea of democratic equality as 

unilateral submission before God? What cosmopolitan Leftist wanted that? 

We know it will be argued by some that our account of Islamic poli

tics grants revolutionary Islam - whether as a strategy of national 

liberation or as global Salafism - far too much weight. The militant 

vanguarclism offered by al-Qaida and its network affiliates is, on this view, 

the handiwork of a tiny minority at the extreme edge of the Muslim 

universe. Their ultimate project is to retreat into the privacy of the 

mosque and the family: radical Islam in this account is "a trail of decline", 

its ideology "diluted" by the global economy.100 The attacks of September 

11, it is proposed, mark the death throes of a Muslim terror network that 

has neither legitimacy nor popular appeal ... nor staying power. 

This view strikes us as optimistic - and not simply because the US 

Institute of Peace places 0.02 percent of the Muslim world in the unac

ceptable "radical" fringe (that would be 300,000), or because more than 

100,000 militants received military training in Afghanistan alone - and 

strangely out of touch with the political forcing house of "globalized 

Islam". The importance we attach to the very idea of a militant vanguard 

as a key symptom of modernity we shall return to in our final chapter. 

For the moment we simply wish to take note of a polling statistic: al

Qaida's political program - no Muslim, after all, turns to bin Laden for 

theological instruction or exegetical insight - sits comfortably with more 

or less half of all Saudis, Pakistanis, and Jordanians.101 Richard Clarke 

asserted that there might be anywhere from eighteen to forty thousand 

Islamic insurgents operating under the al-Qaida banner. But there are, 

says Clarke - and we fully concur - "millions" of Muslims who occupy 

100 Gilles Kepel, Jihad: The Trial of Political Islam, Cambridge MA 2002, p. 371.; see also Olivier 
Roy, The Failure of Political Islam, Cambridge MA 1994. 

101 A poll conducted among 15,000 Saudis determined that only 3 percent support Bin Laden 
"as a leader" but 48 percent supported his political rhetoric (see www.igc.org, "Saudi Arabia 
Backgrounder: Who are the Isla\ts?", Middle East &port, no. 31, International Crisis Group, 
Brussels, September 2004). \ 
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a broad political ground largely indistinguishable from that occupied by 

the theoreticians of radical Islam, for example Ayman al-Zawahiri or 

Sayyid Qutb. This is not, we repeat, to lay a blanket of Terror over the 

whole Muslim umma. It is rather to acknowledge that large numbers of 

believers have come to see Islam in its political form - there has been a 

global discursive shift around exactly this question - as providing the 

only alternative to the actually existing authoritarianism of the Qu'ran 

Belt, where oppression comes mostly in secularist dress. 

The task we set ourselves here is not to discuss the tactics of a Muslim 

vanguard, or to offer a full accounting. .of the motives of suicidal terror

ists. Rather we pose the question: Why has a global nee-liberal order, 

organized in the service of secular American empire, provoked this partic

ular, powerful form of resistance - ruthless, tyrannical and single- minded 

- and what is its relation to modern Islam? The attacks on New York, Bali, 

Istanbul, Casablanca, Nairobi, and Madrid were all made in the name of 

Islam as a political project. They were carried out by educated moderns 

whose reference points were not the traditional ulama or Sufi tariqas102 but 

the Iranian revolution, the new jahilfya of the modern Brotherhoods, and 

the ideas of political theorists such as Sayyid Qutb (1906- 66), Hasan al

Banna (1906- 49), Sayyid Abdu'Ala Maududi (1903-79), Ali Shariati 

(1900-77), and Ismet Ozel (b. 1944). These were twentieth-century intel

lectuals, familiar with the ideas of Aristotle, Marx, and ietzsche. In their 

writings (radically conservative, vitalist, and chiliastic) can be heard the 

echoes of the radical Romantics, of Herder, Morozov; Heinzen, and 

Schmitt.103 They shared an abiding belief that tl1e Islamic project had been 

left incomplete; and that its fulfillment demanded political restoration. Not, 

take note, a simple (and inevitably make-believe) duplication of the orig

inal Caliphate, but rather the creation of the nizam Is/ami - an Islamic order 

102 Ulama: learned men, the guardians of legal and religious traditions. Tariqas: paths of mystical 
and spirirual enlightenment- which take various organizational forms within Muslim society. 

103 See Aziz al-Azmeh, Islam and Modemities, London 1996. 
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with modern resonance. Central to modern Islarnism is the desire - quite . 

unlike the theory of government during the classical age of Islam- to hold 

the state as an agent of responsibility (in the face of any deviations of the 

existing Muslim community from Islamic principles) and as an instrument 

of salvation.104 This modern Muslim intelligentsia spoke of a "new 

praxis", whose recruits in their student days often identified with Third 

World-centered Marxisant radicalism. Two or three decades later they 

sought to "Islamize modernity". 

We devote attention to Islam because modernity's own account of the 

course of history- the song it sang to itself about the triumph of secu

larism in the modern world - has proved to be fatally premature. The 

opiates of evangelical Christianity, Hinduism, and resurgent Islam are the 

drugs of choice among the world's laboring poor. But it is only Islam -

for now, at least - that can claim to provide a political project that is 

global in reach and ambition, anti-imperialist and (in some of its expres

sions) revolutionary in practice. That the attacks, and the subsequent 

acrobatics of theological self-justification by the insurgent Islamists, 

represent a perversion of Islam is surely true, but irrelevant for our 

purposes. The Twin Towers militants self-identified as jihadists; their 

murderous and psychotic impulses cannot obliterate this fact.105 

Until such time as an insurgent rainbow coalition of Nigerian, 

Brazilian, and Korean Pentecostalists launch a vanguard insurgency 

against the heart of American capital, it is with Islam, and political proj

ects made in its name, that we must come to terms. The universalism of 

its ideology, combined with its variegated yet disciplined organization, and 

the fact that it has so successfully seized the mantle of political legitimacy 

from the soured dreams of development, make the task of analysis 

104 See e.g., Laura Guazzone (ed.), The Islamist Dilemma, Reading 1995. 
1 OS Neither does the fact that George W. Bush sees liberty as "the plan o f heaven for humanity" 

or that Jerry Falwell's spine-chilling fund·~entalist response to September 11 was equal to 
that of any al-Qaida operative. """ 
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unavoidable. Political Islam has fed on the twin crises of (failed) secular 

nationalism and the (failed) post-colonial state. Its revolutionary face has 

been spectacularly successful; by which we mean not only the image

victory of September (leaving the US economy a trillion dollars in the red 

and a number of corporations, facing bankruptcy), but also the move

ment's success in capitalizing on the victory's aftermath. After three years 

of Bush's War on Terror, says the London-based Institute for Strategic 

Studies, al-Qaida now stands "fully constituted". It appears to have trans

formed itself from a vanguard organization into something like a mass 

movement with a nearly unlimited pool of potential operatives. 

How is it, then, that so many Muslims have come to think politically 

with their religion, and what do we mean when we speak of the politics 

of Islam? We shall flrst provide a working definition of modern political 

Islam or Islamism - we use the terms interchangeably - situating it 

within a larger historical canvas. We then sketch the various currents of 

modern Islamism in order to understand the forms of revolutionary 

Islam and the wellsprings of its political energies. 

Every religion is in reality a multiplicity of distinct and contradic

tory religions. 

-Antonio Gramsci, The Prison Notebooks, 1952 

All religions are in the business of propagating their basic ideas across 

the social fleld of which they are a part. Governing political classes, 

in turn, make use of dominant religious ideologies and institutions to 

legitimate their privilege and power. And to this extent religion - or, to 

follow Gramsci, one iteration of it within a multiplicity - serves a 

hegemonic purpose: what Bruce Lincoln calls "the religion of the status 



REVOLUTIONARY ISLAM 139 

guo"106 Hegemony of the dominant religion is always incomplete, and 

within its own ideological orbit (within Islam or Confucianism or 

Catholicism) there will always be other "distinct and contradictory reli

gions" - "religions of resistance", in Lincoln's terms. There is no unity 

in their form - they may be militant or pacifist, utopian or nihilist, 

populist or despotic, ascetic or orgiastic - but they are all defmed nega

tively, by their opposition to the religious status guo (one thinks of Jains, 

Taoists, Huguenots, and Vodun). For such religions to .take on a revolu

tionary role, they must launch a political challenge to the legitimacy of the 

religious orthodoxy; they must broaden their social appeal and member

ship; and to do so, they come to depend upon a set of material 

circumstances in which a profound sense of crisis - a declensionist rhet

oric is its hallmark - can be plausibly asserted. 

We should not be surprised, then, by the long history linking politics 

and Muslim identity (any more than by the claim that Judaism and 

Christianity began as political movements) . The Prophet was both the 

recipient of the Qu'ranic revelation and the founder of the first polit

ical community in Islamic history. The realization of God's will on 

earth is the prototype for all Muslim communities, the ideal in whose 

shadow Islamic jurisprudence, ethics, and political theory all devel

oped.107 Contemporary Islamic political movem ents are modern, 

wide-ranging and diverse: some emphasize preaching (da'wa) and social 

organization from below, some opt for flight and separation, some the 

ballot box, and others armed insurgency. But they are broadly unified 

by their advocacy of a political order which makes possible the appli

cation of the shari'a (Islamic law). They are part of a worldwide Islamic 

resurgence, and at the same time represent a radical challenge to an 

Islam of the status guo - embracing, it must be emphasized, a vas t 

plurality of political forms, ideologies, tactics, and strategies. I slamism 

106 Bruce Lincoln, Holy Ten·ors: Thinking about &ligion after September 11, Chicago 2003, p. 79. 
107 Malise Ruthven, The F11ry of God, Lon~ 
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is rooted in the fact that millions of Muslims have been exposed to 

modern religious ideas outside the confines of traditional Islamic insti

tutions - the madrassas, the mystical orders, the ancient brotherhoods -

and raised on a diet of reasoning and interpretation (!jtihad) rather than 

imitation (taqlid) and the adopted policies of the founding fathers of 

Islamic jurisprudence. 

To take one illustration, it was smvha preachers like Abdallah al-Hamid 

in Saudi Arabia - modernists who combined a Wahhabist outlook on 

social issues with a contemporary Brotherhood orientation to politics, 

democracy, participation, and dvil society- who .came to dominate the 

so-called "rigid" Wahhabist landscape of the 1990s in the Gulf. 108 In 

parallel fashion, a public Muslim intellectual like the Syrian engineer 

Muhammed Shahrur,109 whose book ai-Kitab wa-1-Qu'ran has sold 

hundreds of thousands of copies across the Arab world, draws an 

analogy between Qu'ranic reasoning and the Copernican revolution. His 

ideas directly challenge the traditions of Qu'ranic exegesis and Islamic 

jurisprudence. What is at stake here - and across Islamdom - is the 

indisputable (if paradoxical) fact that radical Islamism instigates a democ

ratization of the religion, opening up the status quo to a panoply of lay 

actors who can lay claim to the interpretation of key texts. 110 Political 

Islam draws its strength, then, from the collapse of hierarchical notions 

of religious authority based upon assertions to the unquestioned mastery 

of religious texts. Even in Muslim states where such Islamic authorities 

108 Wahhabism is a term that has increasingly lost its analytical significance. It has become a 
synonym for austere, conservative Islam. But \'V'ahhabis (who refer to themselves as mmvah
hidnn) embrace a vast array of religious and political dogmas, from jihaclism to political reform 
to social reform to so-called sah1va 'rejectionism' to liberalism. Wahhabism is in any case not 
the only Muslim denomination in Saucli Arabia (the people of Hijaz, which contain the holy 
cities, do not even follow Hanbali law, on which Wahhabism is based). See www.igc.org, 
"Saucli Arabia Backgrounder", Middle East Report, no. 31, International Crisis Group, Brussels 
2004, pp. 8-12. 

109 Shahrur's ideas and the debate around them can be followed at http:/ /islam21.org. 
110 Here the reference is ijtihad- a legitimate means of reasoning within Islam that turns on 

interpretation, creativity, and imagination. 
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are state-appointed (and state-funded) -for example Saudi Arabia, Iran, 

Eqypt, Oman - the word of the status quo will not necessarily be 

heeded. The new movement's appeal is cross-class, typically male-domi

nated (democratization only goes so far111
) , and rooted in the discontent 

of the armies of new migrants and deracinated city poor crowding into 

the slum-barracks of Baghdad, Cairo, Casablanca, and Jakarta - as well 

as the ghettos of the north. 

There is no doubt that Islamism is restorative in its impulses: it glances 

backward to life under the authority of the Prophet and the four 

successor Caliphs. But at the same time it deploys a distinctively twenty

first-century set of political technologies, ideas, and practices. This 

program is to be contrasted with the scripturalist or traditionalist (some

times called 'nee-fundamentalist') movements such as the Taliban, who 

do indeed resemble a pure counter-modernity - reviled as medieval 

obscurantism by the Iranian mullahs across the border. (But even here 

caution is in order. The Taliban too exhibited a firm grasp of modern 

forms of spectacle, surveillance, and intimidation.) The ground of 

modern political Islam is still open, still evolving. Here are its contours 

sketched for us by a CIA man - a retired vice-chairman of the Agency's 

ational Intelligence Council- not suffering from "intelligence failure": 

Islamism represents the largest, and often the sole alternative to most 

entrenched authoritarian regimes today ... violent and peaceful, radical 

and moderate, ideological and practical . . . . a vehicle for numerous 

Muslim aspirations: a desire to restore Muslim dignity and voice in the 

world, to create a new Islamic identity, to remove present dictatorships, 

to achieve democracy and greater social justice, to restore a moral 

compass to Muslim societ:}~ to achieve greater power for the Muslim 

11 1 There is of course a vital, expansive debate within Islamist cll:cles over gender and the role 
of women in the public sphere. See the "Muslim Modernities" Workshop at University of 
California Santa Cruz: http:/ /www2.ucsc.edu/ cgll:s/ conferences/islam/ modernities.html . 
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world, to reject foreign domination, and [to defend] the rights of 

oppressed Muslim minorities everywhere.112 

We must begin from the fact that political Islam - and its revolu

tionary vanguard variant too -is a conspicuously modern phenomenon. 

But that exactly does not mean that there were no politics in Islamdom 

until the modern era. On the contrary, and as with all major religions, the 

history of Islam reveals movements of reform (islah) and reinterpreta

tion (jjtihad), which have served as political and institutional forces across 

Islam's entire span.113 Indeed they were central to the political successes 

of the classical age. But the triumphal progress of tl1e Prophet's move

ment and the territorial conquests by his immediate successors (the 

'rightly guided' Caliphs) were not sustained. The idea of an Islamic state, 

Islam's aspiration to universality, and the message of social justice and 

equality all quickly foundered, in the years following the Prophet's death, 

on the reefs of dynastic, sectarian, and tribal division. Civil war, the 

implosion of the Arab empire, the draining of Caliphallegitimacy, and 

deep political fragmentation - these were the factors that contributed to 

early Islam's failure at the level of government and state formation. In 

the absence of a church or priesthood, early Islamic political authority 

came to rest in two lay constituencies: a warrior caste of tribal leaders, 

for whom Islam served as a basis for social solidarity, and the ulama (the 

lay interpreters of the law), possessing no executive authority and reliant 

112 Graham Fuller, The Future of Political Islam, London 2003, cited in Clifford Geertz, "Which 
Way to Mecca?", Ne1v York Review of Books, July 3, 2003, pp. 38--39. 

11 3 Muslim believers all over the world insist that the Qu'ran is the literal word of God as 
revealed, over twenty-three years, to the Prophet Muhammad through the Angel Gabriel at 
the onset of the seventh century. Most of its verses were revealed in direct relation to mate
rial and social conditions then confronting the early community o£ believers. A number of 
"sciences" (for example i;tihad [legal or creative reasoning] which flourished in the nind1 and 
nineteenth centuries) were developed to understand the reasons for, and preconditions of, 
specific verses, and to understand how in their specific meanings they could be made to 
speak - based on reason, deduction, and prioritization- to the historically changing circum
stances in which a community of believers found itself. 
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on external sources of power. In pre-modern times, Islamic societies 

were held together by a complex mix of clan, family, and mystical Sufi 

brotherhoods. 

The Islamic state, then, was never able to rise above the essentially 

local (so-called "tribal") matrix, appearing as a conspicuous disappoint

ment in the social imaginary of normative Islam's early success. Early 

triumphalism was further compromised as the Islamic world came 

under Western colonial domination. As a result, modernization within 

Islamdom proceeded along a secular path while religion remained in the 

custody of the ulama. Islam never bonded with the state in the way of 

Christianity (in Protestant Christianity the struggle occurred within the 

churches and teaching institutions, while in Sunni Islam it was driven by 

secular elites who wished to integrate politics along Islamic lines). An 

incomplete "Reformation" - we reserve judgment on whether contem

porary radical Islam has affinities with the Puritan saints who helped pave 

the way for Lockean liberalism - has long remained a source of weakness. 

It was left to political Islam to turn the weakness into a strength. 

That took time. Over the longue dttrie of politics within Islam, a distinc

tion is customarily made between the "reformists", offering to renovate 

from within the traditional ranks of the ulama, and "modernists" chal

lenging their monopoly of interpretation. In practice the traffic in ideas 

between them has been brisk. The origins of Islamic modernism, or 

what one might call modern reformism, lie deep within the historical 

record, as a reaction to seventeenth-century European imperialisms and 

Hindu-Muslim syncretisms. But it is within the force field of late-nine

teenth-century European empire and early-twentieth-century Ottoman 

collapse that a distinctively modernist movement comes into being, 

offering the vision of a modern Islamic state capable of both reviving 

and refiguring the Caliphate. The ideas of Sayyid Ahmd Kahn (1817-98), 

Jamal al-Din al-Afgani (1839-97), and Muhammed 'Abduh (1849-1905) 

were crucial. The modernists' watchword was salaf- harking back to the 
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pious "predecessors" of Islam's inaugural generations. The Salafists 

despised the inertia of latter-day Sufism and its cult of the saints, railed 

against Sufi corruption, and denounced the collusion of the Muslim 

clerisy with empire. In place of the present, they dreamt of a Muslim 

world united across the Sunni-Shi'ite divide and within Sunni Islam 

across the four legal schools or rites. After the First World War, the 

Salafiyya movement114 aligned itself with a resurgent Wahhabism in the 

new Kingdom of Saudi Arabia but its focus was largely religious reform 

even if a more political wing contributed, in the 1930s and 1940s, to the 

nationalist movements in Morocco and Algeria. But already they were 

confident that the great inheritance of Islamic science and technology 

could be revitalized by selective use of what the West had to offer in the 

same fields. 

Islamic modernism, in other words, was complex and ambitious. But, 

politically and strategically, it proved unable to mobilize Muslim civil 

society. It was not until the 1920s and 1930s, and then primarily as an 

offshoot of a series of pietistic, proto-fascist youth and sporting move

ments, that a series of innovations finally began to supply the political 

and organizational framework of the radical Islam we koow.115 Perhaps 

the formative movement in which Islam and modern political organiza

tion were linked- and one with filiations to the instigators of September 

11 - was the Muslim Brotherhood Uam'ryyat al-Ikhn;an al-Muslimin), 

founded in 1928 by H asan al-Banoa,116 an Egyptian schoolteacher who 

114 The contemporary Salafiyya movement is often taken to be identical to Wahhabism (in fact 
they are rather different) but it has actually reverted from its original political vision to a 
mainstream "scholarly" form (Sa!afiJJia 'ilkiyya), largely apoli tical and preoccupied with 
proper behavior. A distinctive militant wing of Salafiyya - so-called "warrior Salafi)'ya" -
developed out of the Afghan campaigns and is linked to al-Qaida. 

11 5 See Aziz al-Azmeh, Socialist Register 2003. 
116 Al-Banna brought together the Salafist views of Rashid Rida (rejecting the stulti fying inter

pretations of the o fficial ulama) with the notion, taken from the Persian Shi 'ite al-Afghani, 
o f creating a modern Islam through positive social, political, and (if necessary) military 
praxis. Al-Banna explicidy rejected, however, the colonial conditions with which the Salafists 
were prepared to coexist. 
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took his reformed Islam into private mosq1-1es and schools to avoid state 

control. The Muslim Brotherhood was an association serving workers in 

the British-controlled Suez Canal Zone, which developed into an organ

ization designed to Islamize civil society - schools, clubs, professional 

associations, social welfare services for the new city districts - in order 

to seize political power in the name of a modern Islamic state.117 This is 

not the place to rehearse the details of the Brotherhood's innovative 

recruitment, its flexible organization techniques, its secret militias and 

cell structures, its crypto-communist bureaucratic discipline, or the 

internal splits and sectarian divisions in the Nasserite period. What 

matters is its urban, mass character, and the extent to which it irrevocably 

shifted Islamic governance from the shaykhs to the urban professionals, 

from the trustees of religious tradition to the Western modernizers. It 

was the idea of Islam as a parallel world within the crucible of the new 

modern city - a positive set of institutions, keeping the secular state at 

bay- that was to prove the key to the future. 

During the 19 50s and 1960s the Brotherhood, and other incipient 

forms of Islamism, were fueled by the first storm of post-war petro

leum revenues, and especially by the militants' innovative dual strategy 

of capturing the public education system and vital professional associ

ations. By the time of the oil boom proper in the 1970s, which 

underwrote a huge expansion of state education at all levels, the public 

schools had become the battlefield on which the ulama, the Islarnists, 

and the state struggled for control. Arab nationalism was most often the 

new Islamism's sworn enemy, yet it was nationalism and secular state

building that proved to be the Achilles' heel of Middle East states. 

Islamists rooted their efforts in local forms of communalism. At 

moments their organizations seemed to be moving toward genuine 

117 Here al-Banna broke with the Salafiyya: if they sought to "modernize Islam", his project was 
rather that of "Islamizing modernity". Al-Afghani argued that constitutional government 
was key to Muslim progress; al-Banna's rallying cry was "theQu'mn is our constitution". 
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countrywide mobilization; at others they fragmented into harmless 

warring sects. It was from within this political vortex that revolutionary 

Islam emerged. 

The central political figure in the annals of revolutionary Islam is 

Sayyid Qutb. Born to an educated family in Upper Egypt, he was trained 

in a Western-style academy, and began his career as a writer, publishing 

poetry and works of literary criticism while employed by the Ivlinistry of 

Education. After becoming a member of the Muslim Brotherhood in the 

1950s, Qutb forged a theory of the Muslim vanguard (haraka), drawing 

upon a wide range of sources - fr9m al-Banna to the Pakistani jurist 

Maududi, from the European Romantics to the French Vichy collabo

rator and eugenicist Alexis Carrel. His revolutionary texts - Signposts, 

Islam: the Religion of the Future, and his thirty-volume magnum opus In the 

Shade of the Q u'ran - were in part drafted in prison, where Qutb was 

tortured and finally executed by the Nasser government in 1966. He 

wrote, in short, under conditions not too different from Gramsci's; but 

he turned out to be Islamism's Lenin. 

Qutb provided the canonical texts for urban insurrection. But his 

frame of reference was neither Egypt nor national liberation, nor even 

specifically the Arab world, but rather a utopian, universal revolution. 

Qutb's two leading ideas were jahilrya - as applied to the present - and 

the establishment of hakimrya (divine sovereignty on earth). His interpre

tations of theQu'ran and the hadith (prophetic traditions) added up to a 

real revolutionary program: Islamic opposition to state terror; equality 

and freedom as common submission before God; the shari'a as the sole 

source of sovereignty; the approbation of "physical science" but along

side it a radical disavowal of "philosophical" inquiry; a moral critique of 

post-Enlightenment political theory; a rejection of the liberal separation 

of church and state; and a formidable critique not simply of the spiritual 

bankruptcy of the West but of the entire landscape of liberal civiliza

tion. Modernity was "a gigantic lie". Marxism and capitalism were 
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terminal states of moral exhaustion, and everything outside the "house 

of Islam" was a "house of war". The Egyptian state was condemned as 

an agent of this ignorance and depravity, and therefore to be opposed -

"annihilated" was his term - by armed struggle. 

Qutb's most influential disciple was Muhammed Abd al Salam Faraj 

(1954-82), head of the Jihad Organization (Tanzim at-Jihad) that assassi

nated Anwar al-Sadat. Here lay the immediate Qutbian legacy: a wave of 

revolutionary affiliates such as the Islamic Liberation Group, Takji.r JvaJ 

Hijra, the Mukajaratrya ("Denouncers of the Kafirs"), the fund Allah 

("God's Soldiers"), and the Islamic Group (AI-Jama'a ai-Islam!Jya) , spun 

off from the outer perimeter of the Muslim Brotherhood, which trans

formed Egypt after 197 4, and especially between 1992 and 1997. But 

Qutb's political message extends much further afield. The Qutbian 

program is immediately recognizable as the stock in trade of many 

contemporary Muslim militant groups: Islamic Jihad, al-Qaida, the 

Armed Islamic Group, the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigades, the Great East 

Islamic Raiders Front, the Moroccan Combat Group, the Abu Sayyaf. 

Some target the "near enemy", and aspire to be movements of national 

liberation - for example, the Mouvement Islamique Arme or the Mouvement 

pour un Etat Islamique in Algeria, both of which seek the revolutionary 

establishment of an Islamic state. Others (al-Qaida is the paradigmatic 

case) are transnational in emphasis, fixated on the distant hegemon and 

a global umma : "we must move the battle" said al-Zawahiri, "to the 

enemy's grounds". 118 Some invoke jihad as an obligation incumbent upon 

every Muslim. The takflrists go further still, seeking to cleanse society at 

large, holding that failure to take up jihad is apostasy, punishable by 

death. All are Qutbist through and through. 

11 8 Bin Laden's mentor, Dr. al-Zawahiri, first laid out al-Qaida's strategy of attacking the 
"faraway enemy" in his December 2001 manifesto Knights 11nder the Prophet~ Banner- a tract 
that paid homage to Qutb's "spark that enflamed the Islamic revolution against Islam's 
enemies throughout the world". See Ayman al-Zawahiri, "Knights under the Prophet's 
Banner", in Walter Laqueur (ed), Voices of Terror, New York 2004, p. 430. 

I 
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Much could be said about Qutb's oeuvre - his poetry, his subtle and 

nuanced exegesis, and his utopian re-imagining of the whole Islamic 

project. Here we treat only his political rationale for a vanguardist Islam. 

I t is part diagnosis, part prescription. The greatest threat to Islam, so he 

argued, is posed by liberalism - precisely because of that movement's 

ability to sideline religion, to separate it from the political sphere, and from 

life in general. The result is a devitalized materialism (is it any surprise 

that the leader of the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, assassinated in 1995, was 

a partisan of T. S. Eliot?). The defining moment of this history, in Qutb's 

view, had been the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1924 at the hands 

of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk. Ataturk had been the carrier of the virus of 

liberalism into Islam's heart. Let us recall that in bin Laden's famous 

post-September 11 video, he referred to "more than eighty years" of 

humiliation. T his is a specifically Qutbist reference: the watershed is still 

Ataturk's submission to secular modernity, and his abolition of the 

Ottoman Caliphate. 

Qutb's prescription called for more than just jihad: it demanded a 

tight-knit vanguard capable of combating the dangers of jahiffya and the 

prospect of Islam's extinction. By vanguard, Qutb meant a cell of reno

vators holding themselves aloof from the filth of kufr (disbelief), and 

capable of detonating both a global assault against all forms of jahili 

barbarism and of rebuilding an authentic Islamic society. It was Qutb's 

time in the United States, during the early 1950s, that catalyzed his shift 

from a defensive notion of jihad to an offensive vanguard, for whose 

members there was "no real loss in their death, since they continue to 

live". For Qutb, the US was a nightmare of racism and degeneracy. Upon 

his return, his sense of the vanguard's task and tactics crystallized. 

"Purifying the filthy marsh of the world" was to be done by means of 

armed struggle, with acts of martyrdom an indispensable tactic. Four 

decades after Qutb's death, al-Qaida's chief "theoretician" Ayman al

Zawahiri, had developed "the method of martyrdom" into the "most 
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successful way of ... burn[ing] the hands of those who ignite fire in our 

countries" .119 

Qutb's conceptual framework, despite his purported rejection of the 

West, drew on the rich history of both Muslim and Western thought. In 

many respects his narrative is instantly recognizable: the familiar dialectic 

of rationalization and Westernization, seeking to "abolish, transcend, 

preserve and transform modernity".120 In the process of engaging with 

and assimilating modernist ideas, Qutb came to see Islam more and more 

in aesthetic terms: revelation was a divine art, and true Islam required an 

existential leap of faith - resting on the recognition that consciousness, 

not knowledge, is the ground for Being. othing could be further from 

Qutbist argument than a "correct" - ahistorical - reading of primary 

texts. Qutb himself rejected traditional exegesis outright.) His was a 

radical agenda for the entire Sunni world - and indeed, a decade or so 

after his death, for the Shi'ite revolution in Iran. A straight revolutionary 

road connects Qutb to bin Laden's founding charter for al-Qaida: Sayyid 

Qutb's younger brother, Muhammed, fled to Saudi Arabia after his 

brother's death, and taught at King Abdul Aziz University. Among those 

who attended his lectures was bin Laden. And bin Laden's own some

time mentor - Abdullah Azzam - was a friend of the elder Qutb himself. 

The creed of revolutionary Islam, then, is utterly hybrid. Its tactics 

and strategies borrow heavily from the Marxist canon: vanguardism, anti

imperialism, revolutionary terror, and popular justice. The political 

impulse behind the deployment of these ideas is, as we have seen, some

times global, sometimes local, sometimes inward and separatist, 

sometimes outwardly assertive so as to "inflict the maximum casual

ties" .121 Often it is difficult to separate the two (al-Qaida, lest we forget, 

11 9 Al-Zawahiri, "Knights under the Prophet's Banner", ibid., p. 430. 
120 Elizabeth Euben, Enemy in the Mimu; Princeton 1999, p. 167. 
121 Ayman al-Zawahiri, cited in Marc Sageman, Undmtanding TerrorNellvorks, Philadelphia 2004, 

p. 23. 
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is the offspring of Saudi and Egyptian militant Islam, directed against a 

worldwide anti-Islamic conspiracy ["Zio-Crusaderism"] led, it believes, 

by secularists, Jews, and Shi'ites) . There is no unified body of Islamist 

thought and practice, and this holds true a fortiori for its most militant 

forms of expression. Towhere is this clearer than in the recent history 

of al-Qaida itself: ferocious disagreements among all manner of factions 

and cells, with ceaseless splitting and internecine strife (the sectarian 

history of recent orth Adantic revolutionary struggle looks tame by 

comparison). A map of insurgent Islam anywhere pushes political 

cartography to the limit. The Algerian.Salafist and Brotherhood sects, for 

example, whose tactics deflned the fleld of armed struggle through 

much of the 1980s, had morphed into at least nine different armed 

groups by the early 1990s, each crosscut by its own internal "tendencies" 

and networked affiliations to internationalist groups in Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, and the Gulf. The jihadi face of Saudi Wahhabism - custom

arily bundled together under the moniker "al-Qaida on the Arabian 

Peninsula" - is no less hybrid and sectarian. What d1ey shared was a 

common modernity and internationalism. In Marc Sageman's inventory 

of nearly two hundred global Salafl mt!Jahidin - recruited from the 

Maghreb, West Asia, the Caspian, and southeast Asia - almost three 

quarters were college graduates with a secular education, almost half 

were "professionals" and 70 percent had joined the jihad in a country in 

which they had not grown up.122 

The common denominator, across these divides, is the fact that the 

Islamist intelligentsia was most often the product not of the religious 

schools but of universities with a curriculum (offlcial or otherwise) 

centered on farxism, Third Worldism, and the literature of national 

liberation struggle. These men took the playbook of Marx, says Olivier 

Roy, and injected it with Qu'ranic terminology.123 The reach of political 

122 Marc Sageman, Undmtanding Terror Networks, Philadelphia 2004, pp.70-96. 
123 Olivier Roy, Failure of Political Isla111, p. 3. 

\ 
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Islam extended well beyond the universities, of course; it was in the 

slums of West Asian and orth African cities that Islamism seized the 

imagination of a broad swath of urban youth. It revived the project of 

anti-imperialism, couched now in the language of community decay, 

state illegitimacy, and moral bankruptcy. As we write in late 2004, the vast 

majority of Muqtada al-Sadr's Mahdi Army is drawn from this urban 

underclass, from the sewage-strewn slums of al-Hayaniyeh in Basra and 

al-Hurriyeh in Baghdad. It is a signal achievement of the US occupation 

of Iraq that by the spring of 2004 it had succeeded in uniting the Sadrist 

Shi'ites and the radical Sunni Salafists in a single, loose-knit insurgency. 

II 

More than once thus far we have stressed how the various strands of 

political Islam fed on ideas imported from the West. owhere was the 

involvement deeper - and more damaging - than in Islamism's framing 

of the idea of revolution, when it came to entertain it, around the 

twinned notions of vanguard and violence. It is tbe thinking of each concept 

strict!J and exclusive!J in terms of the othe1· that is the essential inheritance. And 

both are transfigured - here too the debt to nineteenth- and twentieth

century revolutionary tradition is fundamental - by an ethic (a 

metaphysics) of ascesis, mercilessness, and redemption. "Jihad and the 

rifle alone", "History does not write its lines except in blood": the 

phrases issue from the mouth of Osama bin Laden's early mentor Sheik 

Abdullah Azaam, but their attitude to agency and temporality comes to 

us directly from St. Petersburg and Zurich.124 Politically speaking, 

Hezbollah and the Moroccan Islamic Combat Group are faithful 

imitations of the European counter-Enlightenment. The names of tl1e 

Islamists groups are most often, as al-Azmeh reminds us, echoes of 

124 See www.religiscope.com. 
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those adopted by ascendant modern nationalisms - Renaissance, 

Salvation, Awakening.125 The apocalyptic romanticism, the myth of 

Armageddon, the post-Kantian aesthetics, the figure of the political 

martyr- all of these are born again in the beliefs of what bin Laden calls 

the "blessed group of vanguard Muslims". 

There is nothing new, in other words, in the tactics and self-under

standing of Islam in its revolutionary form. And yet the new vanguard has 

been able to take advantage of the new world order in ways that have left 

most other forms of opposition far behind. The question must be how. 

Let us start from the fact that Muhammad Atta's final message to his 

eighteen militants was delivered by e-mail: "The semester begins in three 

more weeks". Both medium and message are significant here. Once 

entrenched in Afghanistan in the late 1990s, al-Qaida managed its inter

national operations with ever-increasing electronic sophistication and 

audacity. Directives were encrypted in a quaint corporate language -

terror was "commercial activity", bin Laden was dubbed the 

"contractor", the Taliban became the "Omar Brothers Company''- but 

at the same time made use of the Allied Forces' cryptographic system 

used in World War Two. Al-Qaida, that is to say, was from the start a 

modern virtual organization, or, more properly, a modern network with 

a decentralized cell structure. And so it remains. It has no fixed abode, 

with active members detectable in virtually every part of the world (its 

operatives are present in at least 100 countries, according to the 

Pentagon). Its essential infrastructure is a hard drive, and its organiza

tional pathways are "built around a computer file". 126 The virtual qualities 

of revolutionary Islam grew, technologically speaking, from the labora

tories of the new cyberworld and institutionally from the 1970s 

expansion of af-da'wa ("summons") in which clerics and preachers circu

lated their sermons as a mode of political action (its originary point 

125 Al-Azmeh, !slams and Modemities, p. 27. 
126 Gilles Kepel, Jibad, p. 315. \ 



REVO LUTIONARY ISLAM 153 

being al-Banna and the fuslim Brotherhood). The distribution of 

underground recordings early on created a "supranational focus", 

evident in the "considerable attention given to ... the plight of Muslims 

worldwide".127 New media, including satellite TV stations, newspapers 

distributed free on the Internet, news distribution through listserves, 

chat rooms and text messaging, and the traffic in CDs and DVDs, estab

lished the means to circumvent state censorship across the :Nliddle East 

(and elsewhere in Islamdom) and an architecture capable of sustaining a 

transnational Arab multitude. 

It is above all this extraordinary media transformation within the Arab 

world that revolutionary Islam has deployed to such effect. ("The Arab 

world" in this case includes the twenty or so million Muslims in the 

European Union.) The Web and Internet have been the central instru

ments in the creation of a virtual umma. They have erased the frontiers 

between dar-ai-Islam (the land of believers) and dar-ai-Kufr (the land of 

impiety), and created a new, and malignant, universalism- backed by the 

religious force of a shari'a and fatwa system imposed through the 

Internet. In seven years, the number of websites offering some form of 

support to the new Terror has grown from 12 to over 4,000. 128 Yahoo 

alone provides a home for over 200 jihad chat groups. There are two on

line magazines associated with al-Q aida (SaJVt ai-Jihad and Muaskar 

ai-Battar) which feature articles for the novice insurgent on kidnapping, 

terrorist targets, and money-laundering. 

Revolutionary Islam, to the extent that it is possible to chart its 

contours, seems to contain three main levels of virtual community: the 

message boards (for example a/ Qai'ah [the Fortress] and ai-Sahat [the 

Fields]), the informational hubs (for example, Global Islamic Media), 

127 Charles Hirschlcind, "Civic Virtue and Religious Reason", Cultural Anthropology, vol. 16, no. 
1, 2001, p. 11. 

128 The sites are of course often transitory but see: W\V\V.aasam.com, \V\V\V:jihadunspun.net, 
\V\V\v:alowsaorg, \V\V\v.drasat.com, W\V\V.7hj.7hj .com, \V\V\V.qassam.net. See also John Robb's 
site: W\V\v.glo balguerillas. typepad.com. 
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and the "mother sites" of the vanguard operatives (for example, ai-Faruq 

[He who distinguishes Truth from Falsehood] and Markaz ai-Dirasat Jvaf

Btthttth ai-Islamjyyah [the Center for Islamic Study and Research]). The 

mother sites are compelled to move several times a day to avoid capture, 

but they maintain their position by stealing unguarded server space 

(including, recendy, that of the Arkansas Department of Highways) and 

sending out e-mails each day to inform the community of new links to 

the current site address. In this way, virtual Islam operates in a zone 

largely beyond the frontiers of regulation and detection. 

In the early 1990s, many commentators were confident (most often 

gloatingly) that the public sphere in the Arab world was waning, even 

dying, as a result of d1e Gulf War and total American dominance in the 

region, of the l\lliddle East "peace process", and of a general concentra

tion of state power. "The impotence of the Arab street" became a 

leitmotif. Yet only a decade later, a new "Arabist community" has arisen, 

facilitated by the explosion of new media.129 Isla~c Jihad and al-Qaida 

cannot take all the credit for this, but radical Islam has contributed, in its 

tactical use of the likes of al-Jazeera and the virtual world, to the creation 

of a profound sense of collective suffering. Iraq, in the world of the 

websites, has come to stand for all Arabs and Muslims, and for the belief 

that the American occupation is aimed at Islam as a whole. 

The virtual life, then, provides vanguard Islam with instantaneous 

connection, permitting unprecedented degrees of coordination and 

decentralized flexibility. A vast imagined community has come into being 

that feeds on the horrors of the pax Americana. The circulation of its 

propaganda, its image-making, its capacity to move financial resources 

(by some estimates a war chest running into billions of dollars) and to 

launder money (the illicit diamond business and the drugs trade are often 

its progenitors) are the new vanguard's hallmarks. These virtual structures 

129 Marc Lynch, "Beyond the Arab Street", Politics and Society, vol. 31, no. 1, 2003, pp. 55-91. 
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hold together a complex constellation of militant internationalists - first . 

and second generation jihadists war-hardened in Afghanistan, Bosnia, 

Somalia, and Chechnya and drawn from the entire Muslim arc from 

Morocco to the Philippines- but still tied to a particular locality. Already 

the Web has helped constitute what Olivier Roy calls Islamist "fran

chising".130 Abu Musab al-Zarqawi's multinational guerilla organization 

Unity and Jihad morphs into al-Qaida in Mesopotamia; the North 

African cell Fizazi transmutes into the Moroccan Islamic Combatant 

Group; the al-Qaida Organization in the Arabian Peninsula [QAP] 

(tanzim al-qa'ida fi jazirat al-arab) is constituted by constantly mutating 

cells (the Haramain Brigades, the al-Quds and Falluja Squadrons) each 

with different identities, strategies, and tactics. A never-ending array of 

new vanguards - who on earth are the Servants of Allah the Powerful 

and the Wise now sending letters to Le Monde?- all detonate their home

made bombs under the al-Qaida "brand name". 131 

We have unearthed no startling new information on these terror 

networks, and our failure 'to do so makes us suspect that the State 

Department apparatchiks are similarly at a loss. One thing is incon

testable, however. Four years after September 11, the long inventory of 

terrorist attacks makes a nonsense of the Bush administration's claim that 

al-Qaida is on the run (3,500 sympathizers have been detained, it is said, 

and 75 percent of the leadership killed). We lay our emphasis on the new 

vanguard's virtual qualities not simply because we are impressed by its 

deployment of satellite telephones, laptops, and encrypted websites. That 

way Orientalism lies. What matters is the way in which such technologies 

afford a vital meeting ground for millions of disaffected Muslims, and for 

130 Olivier Roy, ''Al-Qaida brand name ready for franchise", Le Monde Diplomatique, September 
2004, p. 1, and Jessica Stern, Te!TOr in the Name of God, New York 2003, pp. 237ff. 

131 A last example would be Sarhane Ben Abdelmajid Fakhet, the Moroccan immigrant respon
sible for the Madrid bombings. They were carried out, so he said, in the name of the 
al-Andalus Brigade- al-Andalus being the Arabic name for the portion of Spain that fell to 
Muslim armies in 711 . 



I 56 AFFLI CTED POWE RS 

the universalist aspirations (the global jihad) of the Islamic revolution

aries themselves. 

Here as elsewhere, dominance in the realm of the spectacle - which 

is what we have just been describing - goes along with guns and high 

explosive. In our discussion of Blood for Oil, we made much of the 

privatization of the world armaments industry. We sought to link its 

labyrinthine connectivity to the oil sector and to military nee-liberalism. 

In relation to revolutionary Islam, the existence of a global arms market 

leads in a different direction. A flourishing secondary market in 

Kalashnikovs and AK-47s is the hallmark of the post-colonial failed 

state. There is no match between the half-hearted attempts of authori

tarian leaders to disarm civilian groups and the conspicuous ease with 

which militants can now acquire weapons and ammunition. And what is 

true for the automatic rifle is no less the case for the RPG or Stinger 

missiles. ot to speak of nerve gas, anthrax, fissile material, and the like. 

In the story of markets, states, and popular arsenals, a number of 

forces are at work: the collusion between decrepit militaries and the 

illegal weapons trade, the proliferation of private arms buyers flush with 

oil money, the dumping of obsolete commodities in an industry marked 

by constant innovation and a rising rate of destructive power. Add to this 

the multiplication of Internet sites devoted to the construction and 

employment of high-tech weaponry, and the ever-increasing miniaturiza

tion, portabiliry, and invisibiliry of explosive and bio-terror materials. 132 

The state, though it stili commands airborne destruction, has lost its 

monopoly on the means of violence. Let us recall that the operational 

costs for rl1e Jakarta bombing are estimated to have been $2,000, for 

Madrid $1 ,000, for ew York/Washington DC perhaps $175,000. 

Perhaps too much has been made of cyber-terror in the current 

132 The M11jahadeen Poisons Handbook (1996) by Abdel-Aziz is, for example, available on the 
Hamas website. The much larger EnCJ'C!opedia of Jihad has been in circulation on the Net for 
sotne time. 



REVOLUTIONARY ISLAM I 57 

Desktop background "wallpaper" (Amman, Jordan), child casualty, siege of Basra, 2003 

proliferating literature on future netwars - the US troops in Afghanistan 

found engineering software, virtual models of dams, and computerized 

information on nuclear power plants, but no evidence of actual cyber

attacks in the planning stage - but the possibilities are real, nonetheless, 

and the attributes unequivocal: such warfare is cheap, anonymous, varied, 

remote, and potentially catastrophic. All of this, to sum up, has democ

ratized the means of destruction. Radical Islam has been one of the 

process's prime beneficiaries. 

Then, finally, to return to our starting point in approaching the 

present conjuncture, there is al-Qaida's mastery of (and obsession with) 
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the world of appearances on TV. No one should imagine that the tactics 

of September 11 were other than long prepared, and carefully calibrated. 

The more we know of al-Qaida's history, the clearer its love affair with 

image-politics becomes. 133 The grave danger, noted al-Zawahiri, is of 

"volunteers getting killed in silence". Bin Laden returned to Saudi Arabia 

in the mid-1980s from Afghanistan as a popular hero. His war record 

continued to matter; but it was his adept use of Saudi media that even

tually went to refute Prince Bandar's assessment of Osama at the time -

that bin Laden could not "lead eight ducks across the street" - and 

marked his maturation as a propaganclist.134 Some of the most ferocious 

internal struggles within "the Base" have turned on the extent to which 

Egyptian cells resent Osama's TV persona- driven by the fact that al

Arabiya and al-Jazeera have become his mouthpieces. By now the 

symbiosis of revolutionary Islam and the perpetual emotion machines is 

unmistakable. Fahvas are routinely issued as grainy video-recordings; CDs 

circulate widely, and websites parade the vanguard leadership exhorting 

the faithful; the grisly beheadings are webcast. Al-Zawahiri and Osama 

bin Laden's post-September 11 video debriefing has Osama chuckling 

over his engineering expertise (his degree was awarded in public admin

istration), extolling the martyrs, and reflecting on eighty years of Muslim 

humiliation. Its rhetorical and spectacular power was lost on no one. Just 

days after the attack, al-Qaida produced a promotional video- "The Big 

Job" -including a clever montage of lower Manhattan film footage set 

to victory music. QAP's highly professional media bureau employs a 

sophisticated virtual system to protect it from government surveillance 

and closure (which have plagued other websites). Since September 2003 

it has published the bimonthly Smvt al-Jihad [the Voice of Jihad], a 

133 On the al-Qaida laptop discovered in Afghanistan was a long history of visits by the Base 
operatives to a French website run by S ociite Anonyme, self-described as a "fluctuating group 
of artists and theoreticians who work specifically on the relations between critical thinking 
and artistic practices". The group also distributes the Sabotage Handbook. 

134 Jonathan Randall, O.raJ/Ia: Tbe Making of a Terrorist, New York 2004, pp. 90-2. 
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second bimonthly devoted to military affairs, and two high-quality 

martyr films depicting the process of preparing and executing the 

I ovember 2003 attacks on the 'fuhayya compound in Saudi Arabia. We 

are witnessing the birth of a generation of militant auteurs. What better 

way to radicalize than through a vast image-world of sacrifice. 

What we are pointing to in this new moment, then, is neither revolu

tionary violence in itself nor the fanaticism of its agents - the martyrs, 

the suicide bombers, the slaughtered children, the looted museums, the 

ravaged mosques - but the power deriving from the instantaneous circu

lation and consumption of images of these realities across the Islamic 

world. Insofar as Hardt and Negri~ "multitude" has constituted itse!f, thus far, as 

an enduring political force, its most visible face is that of the Islamic resistance. 

Muslims around the globe have come to believe that the War on Terror 

is a war on their religion and way of life. So that even those clerics who 

condemned September 11 can now, four years later, fully support fighting 

against the occupation of Iraq. Given the disposition of virtual power 

over the last four years, Hosni Mubarak's prediction that the Iraq war 

would "create a hundred bin Ladens" comes to seem absurdly modest. 

Ill 

We wish to reiterate that revolutionary Islam is only one moment in the 

totality of Islamic politics. As with other political movements of a 

utopian cast - twentieth-century guerilla Marxism, for example, or 

sixteenth-century Protestant radicalism - a variety of tactics and strate

gies is employed by Islamists, from armed insurrection to building a 

parallel civil society, or to political parties operating within a parliamen

tary framework. Algeria - to take one case - has its fully militarized 

guerilla movements (remnant followers of the so-called takftr al-mt!}tama 

doctrine, which justified the horrors of the indiscriminate killing of civil

ians by the GIA in the 1990s), a raft of radical Islamist groups that have 
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largely abandoned their utopian outlook and come to terms with the 

nation-state, three legal Islamist parties (the Movement of Society for 

Peace, the Movement of National Reform, and the Nahda Movement), 

and a large array of Islamic organizations - charities, service programs, 

schools, credit agencies - committed to the Islamization of society. 

Islamism is multiform, then, and operates at many levels - the global 

umma, the territorially defined nation-state, the urban neighborhood, the 

kin group, or the tribe. This in part explains its appeal, its reach, and its 

astonishing political dynamism. One measure of those qualities is 

Islamism's huge library - mostly available on-line, naturally- dealing in 

detail with every topic under the sun: social justice, democracy, gender, 

human rights, government, banking, pedagogy (the interested reader may 

wish to consult www.muslim.org or www.islamtoday.net). And every 

effort by secular state managers to suppress or control such activity- in 

the name of freedom, needless to say, or the separation of church and 

state - unleashes a firestorm of Muslim protest. It is clear that within 

Muslim majority states at present, Islamists are the best organized and 

most effective political presence. They are adept at "organizing demon

strations, mobilizing civil society against structural adjustment, building 

and staffing schools, medical clinics and employment centers .. . 

demanding charity for the poor, denouncing repression and torture .. . 

constructing parallel institutions to dispense material, emotional and 

social support to those marginalized by the relentless march of global 

neo-liberalism". 135 In sum, they are the force that keeps Islamic society 

in being. 

Over tl1e last two decades, these movements have drawn strength 

from one fundamental fact: the presence of an actually existing Islamic 

135 Paul Lubeck and Bryana Britts, "Muslim Civil Society in Urban Public Spaces", in J. Eade 
and C. Mele (eds), Understanding the City, Oxford 2002, p. 338, and Paul Lubeck, "Antinomies 
of Islamic Movements under Globalization", Center for Global, International and Regional 
Studies, University of California, Santa Cruz, CGIRS lV'orking Paper, 1999, #99-1. 
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alternative to secular national development- that is to say, Muslim theoc

racy in Iran. It would be hard to exaggerate the significance of the 1979 

Iranian Revolution. H ere was an authentic Islamic uprising, the destruc

tion of a massively militarized American client state, and the beginning 

of a grand political experiment in rule by jurists. Iran was a model for 

Muslims that resonated across sectarian and political lines. For contem

porary Islamism, it was a founding moment. Here, said Sami Zubaida, 

was "an Islamic Revolution which was populist and anti-imperialist, 

which had spotted some of the vocabularies and slogans of the left, 

[but], unlike the 'imported' ideologies of Marxism or nationalism . .. was 

more accessible to the people, springing as it did from their historical 

cultural roots" _136 

No matter that the revolution obliterated the anti-imperialist Left, 

resorted immediately to the principle of revolutionary necessity, and 

deployed the absolute powers of the Islamic state with brutal effect -

often in open contradiction to Islamic law. It was an exemplar, a blue

print, a home-grown alternative. Khomeini's regime was not a simple 

adoption of Qutbist radicalism: it represented a different revolutionary 

road altogether, extending the already formidable power of the lawgiver 

within Shi'ite theology. But it promoted, as did Qutb, the idea that 

sovereignty turns on Allah's exclusive right of legislation, that all law is 

divine, that Islamic governance resembles that of the Platonic philoso

pher-king, and that all secular authority is corrupt and idolatrous. Where 

Khomeini departed radically from the Qutbist model was in placing the 

Islamic rule of law under the guardianship of jurists (fttqaha). Many of 

the resulting innovations have diffused across the Shi'ite and Sunni 

mainstreams alike. 

136 Sami Zubaida, Islam, the Peop le and the State, London 1989, p. 56. 
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IV 

What, then, finally, is the key to Islamism's success sJ.nce the 1970s? 

Ideological energy and diversity are certainly part of it; so is the use made 

of the apparatus of spectacle; but on their own these realities explain too 

little. Two questions present themselves: Why the powerful wave of 

utopian Muslim militancy? And who are the recruits? Liberal analysis 

typically answers these questions in terms of the impact of moderniza

tion upon a tradition-bound ttmma. The Left occasionally reaches for its 

tattered copies of Fanon - explaining .the paroxysm as an after-effect of 

empire, a revolt of still half-colonial subjects acting out of deep and 

abiding desperation. Our argument hinges rather on tl1e crisis of secular 

nationalist development - abetted by a specific (and poisonous) political

economic conjuncture whose vectors were oil, primitive accumulation, 

and Cold War geopolitics. 

We must begin in the sprawling mega-cities of the South - an urban 

archipelago of destitution and disenfranchisement. More than half the 

world's population now lives in cities, and 95 percent of the projected 

demographic growth over the next generation will be located in much 

the same fabric, spreading at ilie edges and clotting at its key centers. In 

the developing world, almost 50 percent of city-dwellers are housed in 

slums: in south-central Asia the figure is 58 percent, in sub-Saharan 

Africa it exceeds 70 percent.137 The misery of life in Mumbai, Jakarta, or 

Lagos - each a holding-pen for populations in excess of ten million- is 

unprecedented. Within twenty-five years, the slum world is estimated to 

exceed two billion inhabitants. 138 Already in the ten most populous 

Muslim states, half the population is urban. By 2015 that will be true of 

more than two-thirds. And the city population is overwhelmingly young 

137 Jtate of the U7oddi Cities 2004/2005, World Urban Forum, UN-Habitat, Barcelona 13-17 
September 2004; The Challenge of the J'llllm, UN-Habitat, London 2003. 

138 ll1ike D avis, "Planet of Slums", Ne111 Left ll.evicw, no. 26, 2004, pp. 5-34. 
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- the majority under thirty. (In Saudi Arabia, 45 percent are aged four

teen or under.) 

This is the stage for the new politics of the Qu'ran Belt - in partic

ular, for the crisis in the mega-cities of West Asia and Africa.139 In 

contemporary Cairo, Amman, Kano, and Kuala Lumpur, a new public 

sphere is emerging in and around the Islamists' response to this devel

oping urban reality - debating questions of legitimate rule, modernity, 

gender equality, social justice, and human rights. And political Islam's 

centrality to the process is all the more striking because it is essentially 

uncontested - because the secular state in the Muslim world has so signally 

abdicated its role as guide and arbiter of civil society. 

The history of secular nationalism within West Asia and the realm of 

Islam turns on the fact that the modern nation-building project was in 

key respects stillborn. The experience of Ataturk's Turkey, Nasser's 

Egypt, and Pahlavi's Iran in the end dramatically disproved the notion 

that nationalism had put down real roots within Muslim society. Almost 

always the state apparatus and ideology had been imposed from above 

by bureaucratic nationalists and praetorian guards, and the nationhood 

that resulted had the look of a third-rate mimesis of the West. If certain 

Muslim monarchies (Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and the Gulf States) more 

readily accommodated Islam within the new state system, the legitimacy 

and solidity of their models of secular nationalism remained question

able. This whole brittle political infrastructure could not withstand the 

storm that struck in the wake of World War Two, and in particular the 

irresistible ascendancy of oil. The 1967 Arab-Israeli war and the crisis 

of import-substitution began the rot; but it was petro-capitalism, 

139 Islamisrn, or revolutionary I slam, is in no simple sense the political voice of the ungoverned 
slum world. Selma Belaala may be quite right when he says that the suicide bombers and 
takfirists in Morocco are drawn from the a/-kal)'a/1- the social outcasts scratching a living in 
the disused quarries of Meknes and Fez- but as, he also notes, several "theoreticians" impli
cated in the attacks were unquestionably the products of the professional classes. Selina 
Belaala, "Morocco: Slums Breed Jihad", Le Mo11de DiploJJiatique, November issue, 2004, p. 4-5. 
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neo-liberal austerity, and recession that finished the job. The very idea 

of modern secular development died with it. Modernity was - to 

return to Qutb - a condition of decay, a disenchanted world in need of 

redemption. 

How exactly the oil boom of the 1970s played into the crisis of Arab 

nationalism is a complex story. Petro-capitalism proved to be a highly 

flammable mixture. The quadrupling of oil prices converted a number 

of Muslim states into fully fledged "oil nations". And oil-dependent 

economies, in spite of their vast wealth, soon proved to be among the 

most sordid, chaotic, and unjust of -all polities. Oil states distinguish 

themselves each year by being ranked lowest in Transparency Inter

national's yearly inventory, the World Corruption Index. As the 

proportion of GD P accounted for by oil increases, economic underde

velopment, state corruption, and political violence grow in strict 

proportion. The so-called "paradox of plenty" is one of the few issues 

on which the IMF, Jeffrey Sachs, the human rights industry, the Catholic 

Church, and the millions of urban poor are in total agreement. How else 

can one interpret the squalid history of Nigeria: 400 billion oil dollars 

over forty years (1965- 2004), $50 billion of which simply disappeared -

leaving average standards of living at the start of the new century lower 

than at the moment of independence in 1960. 

Saudi Arabia stands as the mother of Islamic petro-states. Its history 

is worth revisiting. The ruling monarchy had been petty chiefs of a poor, 

remote patch of desert until the 1740s, when they teamed up with a 

reformist preacher, Abd al-Wahhab (the father of Wahhabism). The 

fusion of Saud military might and mmvahhidun fervor produced the unifi

cation of the Arabian Peninsula, but at a cost. In 1902 the Saud family, 

led by Abd al-Aziz Saud, wrestled control of Riyadh from his rivals, and, 

with the help of the British, won control of the region. Oil profits (for 

the companies as much as the House of Saud) required Islam. Any chal

lenges to the regime- by labor in the 1950s, by frustrated Shi'ites in the 
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1970s, or by radical sabuJa clerics in the 1990s - were met with a monar

cllical iron ·fist (and latterly by American troops). 

The first oil boom shunted trillions of dollars directly into state 

coffers (the Saudis pocketed over $300 billion between 1973 and 1980). 

Fiscal centralization and state-led economic expansion produced not 

turbo-charged laissez-faire but a rank crony capitalism. Political classes 

distributed contracts to clients and patrons, promoting quixotic indus

trial ventures, all in the name of modernization. The construction boom 

sucked millions of people from the countryside just as inflation, land 

speculation, and endemic corruption crippled what remained of the 

urban moral economy. Oil shocks turned the ossified Muslim monar

chies and city-states into theatres of petro-decadence; even a minor 

prince, said one Saudi architect, is entitled to a $40 billion palace. 

Building this country, said Prince Bandar, "we corrupted $50 billion [sic] 

... So what? We didn't invent corruption". 

At the same time, the wider territory of Islam was feeling the effects 

of the oil boom.140 The 1970s had shifted vast dollar resources to the 

Saudi and Gulf States, sucking in more than 20 million workers to labor 

on sumptuary projects - golf courses and irrigated wheat fields in the 

desert - thereby exposing a large multicultural migrant Muslim labor 

force to Islamist doctrines. Pakistani, Indian, Philippino, Afghan, 

Egyptian, and Tunisian workers were tossed together in a rainbow labor 

market that served as a perfect incubator for Islamic radicalism. The 

region's petro-dollars funded global networks of Islamic associations, 

charities, banks, mosques, and, as we now know, vanguardist cells across 

the Muslim world. Bin Laden senior, a Yemeni expatriate contractor and 

acolyte of King Saud, turns out to have been a paradigmatic case of oil 

wealth at work. 

140 Buoyant oil prices during 2004 will bring yet another bonanza to the Gulf States; OPEC's 
annual revenues for the year are estimated to be in the order of $360 billion. 

\ 
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The crash of petroleum prices in the mid-1980s (from almost 41 to 8 

dollars a barrel between 1981 and 1985) put an end to what remained of 

secular nationalism. Collapsing state revenues, expanded public borrow

ing, and painful debt servicing all began to spiral out of control, as each 

encountered the first punishments of "structural adjustment". The cities 

of Islamdom, now crammed with rural migrants, international workers, 

and unemployable university graduates, descended into penury. The 

World Bank and Wall Street finished what the boom had begun. 

D evaluation, privatization, the elimination of state subsidies, the with

drawal of basic needs programs - this was suddenly the music of the 

new urban world. 

Secular nation-states within the shatterbelt of oil enjoyed a number of 

obvious common features - dictatorship, religious oppression, corrup

tion, and failed development. Ataturk, Boumedienne, Nasser, Sukarno, 

Asad, Hussein: the names came to stand for what seemed a necessary 

association between secularism and repression, between the idea of 

Progress and the "nationalization" of Islam. As the secular state with

ered under neo-liberal pressure - and on occasion, as in Somalia, 

collapsed outright - Muslim civil society filled the vacuum of state 

failure. 

And there is one last (fatal) element to the story- namely, the Cold 

War. The long-term impact of that reality on the Middle East has 

figured largely throughout the book. But from the point of view of 

Islamic activism, the Cold War can be said to have come to a head at 

the end of the 1970s. Its defining events were the Camp D avid accord 

between Egypt and Israel, signed in 1979; the Iranian Revolution; and 

the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. In them and through them, the US 

emerged as the jihadists' real enemy- the process assisted, as everyone 

now knows, by America's arming and support of the war against 

godlessness in Afghanistan . Somalia, Bosnia, Chechnya, and the 

Taliban's training camps acted as a transnational forcing house for what 
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al-Zawahiri called "a new phenomenon": young combatants who 

"abandon their families, countries, property, studies and jobs to seek a 

place in which to carry out jihad " .141 Add to this the presence of US 

military bases close to the Holy of Holies, the continuing nightmare in 

Gaza and the West Bank, and Bush Senior's betrayal of the Shi'ite 

uprising against Saddam in 1991. The stench of American complicity in 

the rise of Islamism is overpowering. 

v 

\Y/e have now sketched our view of modern Islamism and its relation to 

the crisis of secular national development. It is a picture, we reiterate, of 

a distinctively modern political movement - with the revolutionary 

vanguard only one of its many facets. But finally, inevitably, it is to a judg

ment of the vanguard we must turn. 

We are witnessing a real resistance to empire - and with it, once again, 

a yoking of history and cruelty that now has the opportunity to stage a 

daily spectacle of its doings. (And to resist the slightest spectacular devi

ation from its own line: as we write, news arrives of the bombing of al

Arabiya's headquarters in Baghdad by the 1920 Brigades, with an Internet 

posting denouncing the network's reporters as "Americanized spies 

speaking in Arabic".) We reject the new militants' cult of Terror, for 

reasons we go on to specify in the chapter that follows; and we have no 

reason to believe that the vanguard Islamists' selection (and interpreta

tion) of texts will lead them finally to a politics adequate to the times. 

But it is not helpful, in our view, to label the vanguardists "fascist". Al

Qaida and its like have no foundation in organic nationalism, racial 

superiority, or even charismatic leadership. Their call to arms is univer

salist, multicultural, and internationalist - claiming to represent a global 

141 Ayman al-Zawahiri, "Knights under rhe Prophet's Banner", in Laqueur, Voices of Terror, 
p. 427. 
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umma. 142 And nothing in the nature of political Islamism in general 

dictates, as we see it, a vanguard and Terrorist solution to the problem 

of history. Alongside al-Qaida, political Islamism in its hour of triumph 

has produced - and is still producing - all manner of gradualist, non

violent forms of democratic inclusion. In the wake of the defeat of the 

jihadist factions in Egypt, for example, a number of former Brothers 

established a new centrist political party, Hizb ai-Wasat, in 1996. It grew 

from radical reconfigurations within the Muslim Brotherhood itself, and 

specifically renounced the resort to jihad -recognizing Egypt, at last, as 

a Muslim country with an (imperfect) Islamic polity. Even in Saudi 

Arabia, the state has opened a national dialogue in which a number of 

militants and smvha preachers have recanted or condemned acts of 

violence, and established a space - still fragile and circumscribed - in 

which a loose coalition of progressive Sunni and Shi'ites can operate. 

There is (as the worried think-tanks go on reassuring us) an emerging 

opposition to the vanguard within the wider Islamic world. The on-line 

sermons of Shaykh Yusuf al-Qaradwi, the new voices within the Iranian 

Shi'ite establishment, the brave arguments of the Indonesian scholar 

Harun asution, the Moroccan philosopher Muhammed Abdel al-Jabri, 

and the Egyptian cleric Gama al-Banna - these are signs pointing the 

way. Whether they will be followed remains to be seen. 

As for the revolutionary Islamists, they can be said to have beaten 

Bush at his own game: faith-based service provision and regime change 

(in Madrid). Their pragmatism and discipline remain chilling. And the 

conditions that created them - the ruin of the secular nation-state, the 

liquidation of Left politics in the Muslim world (or of critical secularism 

142 Islam, in a word, has its own version of "globalization" , which builds on the centuries-old 
cosmopolitanism of pilgrimage, mission, and caravamerai. Jihad, in turn, is no respecter of 
nation-state boundaries. And this new international perspective has been sharpened by the 
fact, or perception, that Islam now faces an enemy with a global perspective of its own. To 
call tlus a clash of civilizations is overdramatic. Neo-liberalism is not a "civilization": it is a 
set of interests rightly perceived as inimical to those of the Muslim world. 
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of almost any kind), the ongoing disaster of "urbanization"143
- inten

sify, if anything, as the years pass. 

Qutb's two guiding ideas remain basic. Modernity has revealed itself 

as a state of deep social and moral decay, and Islam itself is in imme

diate danger. It is hard to imagine any circumstances in which these 

ideas could have been more dramatically confirmed than those of the 

past two years in Iraq. Military occupation, the bombing and strafing of 

tens of thousands of civilians, the attacks on the ajaf Cemetery and 

other holy sites, the degradations of Abu Ghraib - all the horrors of 

the current phase of America's permanent war - have corroborated, 

under the constant supervision of the spectacle, the truth of the 

vanguard's assessment of the .unbelievers. 

143 Muhammad Atta waxed lyrical in his Hamburg University thesis on the Aleppo souk, under 
siege, in his view, from tourists, fast-food restaurants and ugly hotels. It was the American 
sk7scraper that symbolised for him the shameless greed o f those who sought to violate d1e 
integrity of the old Aleppo. 
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MODERNITY AND TERROR 

The instinct that drives them away from modern reality is unassail

able - what do we care that they have chosen a retrograde short 

cut! The essential thing about them is not that they want to go 

"back": but rather, that they want to get - away. A bit more 

strength, lighmess, courage, artistry: and they would want to get up 

and out - and not go back! 

- Nietzsche, Bryond Good and Evil 

We do not begin this final chapter with Nietzsche because we agree with 

him, but because he addresses the current predicament - the eternal 

predicament, of modernity and those who oppose it - full in the face, 

even if his Nietzschean gaiety by way of response is ultimately fatuous. 

Things are far worse than Nietzsche could ever have imagined. His vision 

of Last Man happiness, which haunted our Introduction - a future in 

which "everybody wants the same, everybody is the same, and whoever 

feels different goes voluntarily into an asylum" - seems to miss the full 

horror of the present turn. Last Man happiness is still under construc

tion, and the inch-deep unanimity it promises is still the ultimate (and 

proximate) dystopia. But who would have dreamt, even as recently as five 

years ago, that the Prozac state would so rapidly reveal itself as the 

Empire of Shock and Awe? Who could have seen in advance that the 
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blinking contentment of the twenty-first-century image-world would be 

more and more shadowed by a worldwide, merciless Will to Go Back? 

And a Will that has proved itself able, centrally, to take advantage of the 

very Last Man technology - the apparatus of spectacle - that it is dedi

cated to destroying. 

We intend this conclusion to be Nietzschean only in the following 

sense: that it aim to understand the paroxysm of September 11 and after 

as yet another in the endless sequence of crises of modernity itself; that 

it not be baffled or panicked by the return of the old, the backward, and 

the atavistic, come to interrupt the consumers' feast; and that it see the 

recrudescence of the past as speaking to the truth of the modernity we 

have- the fake presentness, the even more fraudulent dream of a time to 

come - and therefore push relentlessly at what it is, in recurrent 

"humanity", that is being mobilized again. The title of the great third trea

tise of Nietzsche's On the Genealogy of Morals, in which he pulls together 

the threads of his analysis of religion, is ''What D o Ascetic Ideals Mean?" 

We believe that the Left in present circumstances, faced with the phenom

enon of al-Qaida, can contribute to future politics only if it poses 

Nietzsche's question again; and in a form that touches uncomfortably on 

the Left's own past. ''What Does The Vanguard Ideal Mean?": that is the 

question. (Or, ''What Does It Mean To Be Militant?" Or, ''Why D oes 

Leninism Never Die?") Why is it that human beings, faced with the 

cruelty and disappointment of the present, seem drawn ineluctably to one 

or another version of the warrior ideal (or the warrior crossed with the 

flagellant): to a dedication to hardness, ruthlessness, fierce bonding, 

closure against the mereness of the everyday; to a dedication finally to 

D eath - to the making, the forcing, of history, and the rewriting of the 

future according to the script of some dismal Messiah? 

We realize the dangers here. The last thing we intend to do in what 

follows is reduce the Islamic world's resistance to modernity to the one 

model of Unity and Jihad. Islarnism in its present forms, still mutating 
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and metastasizing in the slwn conurbations of the World Bank world, is . 

very far from being a vanguard movement alone. We shall return to this. 

For the moment, let us simply say - as we have repeatedly throughout 

the book - that the phenomenon of al-Qaida is unavoidable, funda

mental. Islamism is not to be equated with its revolutionary vanguard; 

but never, alas, has the world presented such a classic breeding ground 

for the vanguard ideal as the billion new city-dwellers of Asia and North 

Africa. Classic, but also unprecedented. Never before .have the human 

materials which the vanguard aims to mobilize (and sacrifice) existed on 

such a scale, and in such a state of unregenerate misery and disorienta

tion. And never before - this is the truly chilling reality - have the 

wretched of the earth existed in such a bewildering and enraging hybrid 

state, with the imagery of consumer contentment piped direct into slum 

dormitories rented out by the night, at cutthroat prices, to hopelessly 

indebted neo-serfs. 

Readers will recall that Nietzsche is very far from dismissing the great 

fact he is trying to confront: he wishes to understand the purpose - not 

just the appeal, but the historical function- of the urge to life-denial and 

self-abnegation that has so dominated humans' thinking about them

selves. The Left should approach al-Qaida in the same spirit - with the 

words and actions of bin Laden resonating against those of Lenin, 

Blanqui, Mao, Baader-Meinhof, and Durruti. The vanguard ideal had a 

functio n, obviously: its narrowness and secretiveness and merciless 

instrumentalism in the face of human subjects answered, however 

distortedly, to a set of actual conditions- possibilities- for reassembling 

our (always) afflicted Powers. The vanguard ideal 1vas an understandable 

response to the reality imaged on our frontispiece - the reality of history. That it 

was understandable does not mean that it was any the less disas trous, for 

the victim on the box as much as for those who were working, at the 

same moment, to build a politics in which the "victim" might become 

the agent of change- as opposed to one more anonymous bondman, in 
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the great procession of the hooded, always about to be led by Moses into 

the promised land. We dream of an answer to "What Does The 

Vanguard Ideal Mean?" which would hold in balance a loathing for 

the ideal - and a sense that in al-Qaida it has found its perfect and (we 

hope) terminal expression - and a comprehension of the forces that 

gave rise to it. 

We dream of an answer. Of course we are aware that the problems 

pointed to thus far in the present chapter are deeply intractable, and not 

likely to be properly articulated, let alone solved, in the space of twenty 

pages. They are the questions that have come up, somewhat against our 

will, in the course of exploring the more specific and "conjunctural" 

issues that rightly dominate most of the book. They offer the kind of 

perspective, we are convinced, within which the problems of the new 

age of Terror will have to be viewed in a politics to come - especially 

if there is to be the least hope of a Left alternative to the War in 

Heaven. We shall pose the questions, in other words, not answer them. 

Or rather, we shall offer answers in a speculative, aphoristic vein -

answers as beginnings, of an argument on the Left which we think it 

urgent to provoke. 

Let us start again from the circumstances of the past four years. What 

are the moment's defining features? On the one side, a resurgent impe

rialism, with "modernity" and "democracy" its watchwords, replacing 

the old promise of "civilization". And a sovereign power at the center of 

things that no longer hesitates to declare unending War its raison d'etre, 

and to push toward a ghost form of government- a second and author

itative polity - in which secrecy is of the essence and bureaucracy is not 

required to answer, even formulaically, to the rule of law. The first polity 

of this sovereign power - and no one is denying the continuing 
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necessity to d1.e US of control in the non-secret realm - is more and 

more attuned to the cluster of techniques and priorities called spectacle; 

and therefore less and less able to tolerate the possibility of spectacular 

defeat. But that is the condition it has lived, at least partly, since 

September 11; and its response to the new circumstances - in the Middle 

East, above all - has driven it closer to a situation in which spectacular 

defeat may be compounded by (in a sense, may precipitate) real strategic 

failure. It remains unclear- putting the matter as dryly as we dare- how 

the brutalities of primitive accumulation can be properly attended to in 

the age of al-Jazeera and the torturer with the Toshiba PDR. 

To boast in front of Parliament, as Churchill did in 1920, tl1at "I do 

not understand this squeamishness about the use of gas .... I am strongly 

in favour of using poisoned gas against uncivilized tribes [to] spread a 

lively terror": dus is one tl1ing.144 Honorable members will understand 

you, even if they disagree. (Liberal imperialism never dies.) The situation 

is somewhat different, it seems to us, if the platitudes of liberation are 

trotted out - even to an audience of Labour/ Republican sycophants -

when every night on TV a naked man is crying on the end of a leash. 

And in response? Surely nothing the world should be surprised at. T he 

latest mutation of the vanguard ideal - often drawing its personnel and 

basic organizational ideas direct from the failed Leninisms of a few years 

before. A globalized guerilla, in love with new media, drunk on secrecy, 

believing in a world of "bases" with an equal and opposite fervor to tl1at 

of its opponent. 

We have rarely been closer to hell on earth. That we have thought 

it worthwhile to write about politics at all, in such circumstances, derives 

from the fact - here is where Afflicted P01vers started - that there is 

one potential positive in d1e past years to weigh against the deadly 

144 Quoted in Geoff Simons, Iraq: From Sumer to Saddam, ew York 1994, p. xiv. Churchill was 
Secretary of State at the War Office in 1920, and was defending his authorization o f RAF 
Ivliddle East Command to use chemical weapons "against recalcitrant Arabs". 
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complementaries. Real agents of opposition to the present state of 

things have come into being, often taking on forms that no one remotely 

predicted: above all, the unlooked-for pattern of resistance to globaliza

tion, North and South, that has changed the landscape of neo-liberalism 

over the past decade; and which prepared the way for, and inevitably (in 

the North) was overtaken by, the great mobilization against the war. We 

return to these struggles in our final pages. Let us simply say here that 

this movement, or movement of movements, shows no sign of abating. 

It will be doomed to repeat itself, for obvious reasons. There will be 

many more wars to prevent, and enclosures to break down. Therefore 

we make no excuses for having stuck close, in the body of the book, to 

the images and arguments of the day - September 11, revolutionary 

Islam, Israel and Palestine, oil, and the warfare state. The multitude will 

inevitably go on grappling with these realities for years to come. We have 

wanted to offer some different ways of doing so. 

But this on its own is not enough. Behind the immediate bad weather 

of politics lies a pattern of global warming - a change in the average 

temperature of modernity. If the Left is to survive as a political entity, 

as we have said before, it will have to speak meteorologically. Al-Qaida is 

not a passing storm. This is why we return to our ietzschean question. 

And multiply it by two. The question "What Does The Vanguard Ideal 

Mean?" cannot be properly answered, in present circumstances, without 

broaching a second: "How Axe We To Understand The Present Form Of 

Modernity (and hence the present form of resistance to it)?" 

We take the questions in reverse order. Even to tackle the question 

of modernity, we realize, is to risk the worst kind of imprecision and over

reach- to end up producing the usual (useless) theory of everything. We 

shall begin as we did in the case of spectacle, with minimal and matter

of-fact descriptions; making no effort to disguise these descriptions' 

partiality, and focusing on the aspects of the modern condition which we 
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believe are key to revolutionary Islam's rejection of it. What we should 

like to move toward, ultimately - or at least intimate, at least set out the 

bare coordinates of - is an opposition to modernity having nothing in 

common with al-Qaida's, even while recognizing what it is in modernity 

that provokes the ai-Qaida response. A non-orthodox, non-nostalgic, 

non-rejectionist, non-apocalyptic critique of the modern: that ought now 

to be the task of Left politics. Otherwise the ground of opposition to the 

present will be permanently ceded to one or another fundamentalism. 

Exactly when in human history there emerged the first societies no 

longer oriented toward the past - toward the preservation of continu

ities, the worship of ancestors, the safe transmission of Word or Sign -

is never likely to be agreed on. Why it happened, ditto. That it happened 

remains the great (and maddelling) thing. Certain societies left the past 

behind, or tried to, and began to pursue a projected future - of goods, 

pleasures, freedoms, forms of control over nature, inf.tn.ities of informa

tion. The process was accompanied by a terrible emptying and sanitizing 

of the imagination. For without the Word, without the imagined and 

vivid intricacies of kinship, without the past living on (most often 

monstrously) in the detail of everyday life, meaning became a scarce 

commodity- if by "meaning" we have in mind agreed-on and instituted 

forms of value and understanding; orders implicit in things; stories and 

images in which a culture is able to crystallize its sense of the struggle 

with the realm of necessity and the realities of pain and death. The 

phrase Max Weber borrowed from Schiller, "the disenchantment of the 

world"- gloomy yet in our view exultant, with its promise of a disabused 

dwelling in the world as it is - still sums up this side of modernity best. 

Gloomy and exultant. The problem for Left politics lies precisely here: 

in the peculiar difficulty, so it turns out, of keeping these two necessary 

valences alive in the same description. Left accounts of modernity end 

up almost invariably on one side or another of the great divide: Jeremiads 

against the commodity and all its works, or pallid cheerleading for a 
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technical utopia just itching to emerge (yet again) from the bonds of 

outdated "relations of production". Things are at d1eir worst when ilie 

Left confronts "consumerism" or "consumer society". Even Jeremiah 

can seem sunny in comparison. We too lack enthusiasm for home-shop

ping channels and the Mall of America; but ilie point is to understand 

ilie powers and insufficiencies of a form of life - to understand why it 

carries ilie world before it, and why people are willing to die to prevent 

its doing so - not to wallow in its pailios. 

We shall try. Let us accept that consumerism - the gearing of 

commodity production (of course not exclusively, but in ways iliat 

genuinely alter ilie tempo and structure of economic life) to the provi

sion of disposable, "personal", fashion-stamped goods- is the form of 

capitalism now presenting itself, worldwide, as the threshold to ilie 

future. And that as a vision of desirable life it has at present no rival; 

or no rival iliat does not promise a Going Back, a sloughing off of 

appetite and futurity altogether. It is a vision -let us accept iliat, however 

reluctandy. That is, it offers its adepts a seeming solution to the disen

chantment of the world: it promises to fill ilie life-world >vith meanings 

again, with magical answers to deep wishes, wiili models of having 

and being and understanding (undergoing) Time itself. It is ilie false 

depth of consumerism that drives its opponents to distraction, and into 

ilie arms of the vanguard. They sense iliat in ilie form of "consumer 

society" capitalism has truly and fully become a way of life, as opposed 

to a (dazzling) set of means and relations of production. To call 

consumerism a religion, ilien (which is one of its enemies' standard 

moves), is to say something serious, though not quite accurate. 

Consumerism (as Marx famously glimpsed) is more like a new form of 

totemism - taking iliat last word entirely without condescension. It 

promises a world in which possessable and discardable objects do the 

work of desiring and comprehending for us, forming our wishes, giving 

shape to our fantasies, making matter signify. 
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There is no mystery to such a vision's appeal. It plays on a deep 

(maybe constitutive) human disposition to invest the manipulation of 

obj ects with magic power; it offers a solution to a fundamental meaning

deficit in the world as it is; and at present it lacks competition, if what 

we are looking for is alternative models of what to do with capitalism's 

productive potential- what to do human!J, that is; in the service of which 

version of the human our assembled capacities might be put to use. We 

have reached a strange moment, when it is necessary to state in the most 

basic terms what is wrong - what is radically insufficient - with the 

consumer society's promise. 

Again, no Jeremiads. Personal objects, including mass-produced 

objects, will necessarily go on being one main instrumentation of 

meaning and desiring in any h~man society we care to imagine. But they 

cannot and do not work the magic they are presently called on to 

perform. Commodities can embody human purposes, and are capable of 

inflecting and developing such purposes, only if they are constantly 

subject to reorientation - change of function, change of valuation, recall 

to their mere instrumentality - in a world of meanings vastly exceeding those 

that any things can conjure up. Objects cannot be the preeminent form 

in which objectives are pictured and needs articulated. In particular, 

obj ects cannot do this kind of work if they are standardized, with 

"personal" signatures added as icing on the cake. And they cannot do 

such work if their magic depends increasingly, as it does in consumer 

society, on their (fantastical) separation from the human - their being

together in a world where they seem almost to make meanings on their 

own, answering not to their users but to others of their kind, with more 

and more of the commodity action happening in a supercharged, oneiric 

realm of appearance. 

Of course the actual producers of this realm of appearance recog

nize, in practice, all the insufficiencies we have outlined. They are realists. 

They know full well that commodities can only borrow real human 
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· powers, human qualities, from the world they pretend to perfect and 

surpass. And so the spectacle - for what we have been describing is one 

(central) part of it, devoted to making commodities desirable - is 

endlessly parasitic on the values of a vanishing sociality. It injects its 

objects with homeopathic doses of "community", "respect for tradi

tion", decency, loyalty, tenderness, naivety, eccentricity, caring - in a 

word, love. The operation is deadly. It travesties the values it cannibal

izes. In order for "caring" and "loving" and "being with others" to be 

attached, as values, to minor variants in home furnishings or electronic 

data processors, the values in. questi?n have to be emptied of the least 

difficulty, the least recalcitrance. What is most depressing about 

consumerism, then, is not that it fails to deliver on its promise of happi

ness - that is what makes opposition possible - but that in the process 

it works endlessly to eviscerate the materials out of which human happi

ness (and recognition of unhappiness) might still be built. 

Yes, yes- in the end we have failed to stifle our distaste. And we never 

intended to: the point was to move step by step to a level where real 

hostility might be possible, as opposed to lofty dismissal. Which brings 

us back to al-Qaida. Revolutionary Islam, we have been arguing, is a 

movement born in revulsion from many particular facets of the modern 

condition. It struggles with the legacies of colonialism, and with the 

current return of the colonial repressed; it thrives on the agonized failure 

of the secular state; it has a language -here is where the archaism of its 

anger may prove its greatest strength - for the horror of the neo-liberal 

townscape. But again what matters in al-Qaida's makeup is the mixture 

of atavism and new-fangledness. Its best recruits are refugees from 

exactly the world of goods (and gadgets) we have been describing. 

Among its various apprenticeships to modernity, then, revolutionary 

Islam has been obliged to suffer the full force of consumerism - to suffer it in a 

way (with an intensity) that is only possible for those living in societies 

where consumerism is still part reality, part dream of a future to come. 
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Avon Lady with deodorant sample, Brazil, 2002 

The Islamists' rage and contempt for the modern "Life" they go on 

savaging in their communiques will never be understandable until what 

they have suffered - what they have lived through - is taken seriously 

agam. 

This goes in particular for the model of temporality that consumerism 

offers its subjects (since it is above all a different model of past, present, 

and future that stands at the center of al-Qaida's rejection of the West). 

We are close to the heart of the matter. Modernity, particularly in its 

consumer society manifestation, is less and less able to offer its subjects 

ways to live in the present, and to have the flow of time be accepted and 

inhabited as it happens. And this is precisely because it stakes everything 

on celebrating - perpetuating - the here and now: Lately it has built an 

extraordinary apparatus to enable individuals to image, archive, digitalize, 

objectify, and take ownership of the passing moment. The here and now 
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is not endurable, it seems (or at least, not fully real), unless it is told or 

shown, immediately and continuously, to others- or to oneself. The cell

phone, the digital replay, instant messaging, "real time" connectivity, the 

video loop. Far be it from us -image-lovers to a fault- to say that giving 

an experience visual form means not living it. It depends on what the 

imaging is for. But there is a kind of visualization, we all know in our 

bones (and common parlance is often scathing on the subject), that is 

essentially a mechanism of defense- a way of deliberately alienating the 

moment, and putting the non-lived, the non-significant, at a distance. The 

spectacle, we have been arguing, is a social process that is hollow at the 

core. The reality it offers its subjects is that of Reality TV. And its 

subjects are always in flight from this emptiness, even as - especially as 

- they snort their line of nothingness with the true user's delight in all 

the latest paraphernalia. We shall return to this. 

Consumer culture is many-faceted. For example, the gadgetry of 

instant objectification is nowadays accompanied by a wider realm of 

commodity appearance - in advertising, design, the whole staging of 

commodity life in commercials and info-tainment - more and more 

oriented to the past. Once upon a time what commodities promised was 

the future, above all. ow a whole (dominant) class of them exists to 

invent a history, a lost time of togetherness and stability, that everyone 

claims to remember but no one quite had. It is a short step from this 

omnipresent pseudo-memory to a "nostalgia for the present"145 
- the 

stylized display of the latest fashions and accessories as if they already 

possessed the glamor of the outdated. And so on. The wheel of false 

temporality spins faster and faster. 

145 See Fredric Jameson, ''Nostalgia for the Present'', South Atlantic Quartet!J, vol. 88, Spring 
1989, pp. 517- 37, and Arjun Appadurai, "Consumption, Duration, and History", in 
Appadurai, Nfodemi!J• at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, Minneapolis and London 
1996, pp. 66-85. 
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Our purpose is not to enter into the detail of consumer metaphysics -

we lack courage for that - but, again, to understand what opposition to 

such metaphysics amounts to. We think it is rooted in a crisis of time. 

For what is the current all-invasive, portable, minute-by-minute appa

ratus of mediation we have pointed to if not an attempt to expel the 

banality of the present moment - the dim actuality of what is happening 

- from consciousness? It will be given a separate, disownable form on the 

spot. And therefore it will be forgotten. The whole point of the 

unlooked-at videos and never-downloaded digital photocards is their 

invisibility: they are the experience we all wish to pretend we never had; 

they are the non-present we aim to forget as we punch its coordinates 

into the palm pilot; always wid1 the underlying hope that in doing so 

another present- a present with genuine continuities with a retrieved past, 

and therefore one opening onto some non-empry, nonfantastical vision of 

the future - will come to be in its place. 

So .. . the endless enthusiasm of the modern for imaging devices -

devices of displacement and distancing - needs further interpretation. 

Certainly it constitutes submission to a new technics of the spectacle; 

and we are not denying that the pervasiveness of this submission - its 

urgency, its ubiquitousness, its taken-for-grantedness - produces prob

lems for power. The ordinary horror and shamefulness of eriforcementwill 

be recorded too easily and too often: it has to be recorded, since experi

ence without instant doubling is no experience at all. "Here's me dmd 

from the left at Thanksgiving in Abu Dhabi; and here's me on top of a 

pigpile of Terrorists." 

But the ultimate question, we have been arguing, is not so much the 

side-effects of the submission to the image-world as what d1e submis

sion is in search of -what it desires, what it can never find. Somewhere 

here lies the answer to the question: What is it, most deeply, that moder

nity's enemies do not want? Those who say that what they recoil from is 

change, or freedom, or self-invention, or endless openness, have it 
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exactly wrong. What revolutionary Islam cannot stomach -what it feels 

already arriving in the engorged cities it uses as hiding-place- is the idea 

of a human existence 1vithout a present tense. 

II 

What, then, does the vanguard ideal mean? Maybe now we can frame 

an answer. We take the question to be ultimately one of political 

psychology (an underdeveloped art): meaning that what has to be 

explained is the depth and intensity of the ideal's hold on individual 

subjects; and, above all, why the ideal makes more converts, not less, as 

modernity lives on. 

We realize, naturally, that the vanguard ideal is in some sense a muta

tion of very ancient, maybe primordial forms of human bonding. But it 

is precisely wrong to see it as a barbarism or regression. The vanguard 

ideal is a modern phenomenon - even, especiai!J, in its wish not to be. 

What does the vanguard ideal mean? Here is the militant's reply: 

I have chosen not to be modern; and only I have a proper estimate of what 

it takes, minute by minute, to make that choice real. I have built a life

world which is truly the negation - the strict, obsessive, point-by-point 

inversion - of the modern life I once had. 

I embrace the finite and bonded as opposed to the formless. I choose 

self-sacrifice as opposed to self-satisfaction, and hardness and cruelty as 

opposed to complaisance. I close myself against all but the narrowest 

range of messages, and those messages I repeat to myself endlessly, and 

deeply internalize- in flight from the lightness, the thinness and exteri

ority, of "belief" in modern conditions. Denial will be my God, not 

appetite. The planned and ritualized will put paid to contingency. Last 

Man happiness will mean nothing to me. Suicide (that most modern of 

negations) will be my telos, and I reserve my deepest scorn for the enemy's 
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instituted non-recognition of death. I pursue the unmediated - the act, the 

killing, the pure flame of destruction- as antidote to what you moderns 

are living, and do not know how desperately you wish to escape from: the 

endless reel of representation. ''Violence shall synchronize my movements 

like a tune,/ And Terror like a frost shall halt the flood of thinking."146 

Several unwelcome conclusions follow. The vanguard of Terror is at 

present modernity's only adequate opposition - a vicious and fantastical 

one, no doubt, but in these very qualities speaking to the truth of moder

nity in ways no language of Reason dares to. And the vanguard has the 

future in its bones. The purer and more asphyxiating the condition of 

modernity becomes, the more powerful the vanguard's appeal - not 

essentially as a political tactic, but as a form of life. 

This is no doubt gloomy reading, but it is not a message of despair. 

It means to point the Left to what vanguardism is, why it is renascent, 

and on what level - in the longer term - battle with it will have to be 

joined. At the level of modernity, is the proposal. In the setting out (to 

repeat our previous characterization) of a non-nostalgic, non-anathema

tizing, non-regressive, non-fundamental, non-apocalyptic critique of the 

modern. The Left has a long way to go even to lay the groundwork of 

such a project - and the recent small flood of enthusiasm for the 

"virtual" has pointed it in exactly the wrong direction- but it is still only 

from the Left that a real opposition to modernity could come. 

These are, we insist, actual and pressing questions raised by the present 

crisis - not matters to be left to one side till Bush/ Blair is defeated and 

the boys come home. Even Wolfowitz and G eoff Hoon are now saying 

that the War on Terror will ultimately be fought and won in the realm of 

"ideology". Of course what they believe to be the West's best weapon in 

146 W. H. Auden, "In Time of War", The Collected Poetry of IP. H. Audm, New York 1945, p. 342. 
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this struggle is precisely the reality- the dream of consumer spectacle -

we have been describing. They may even be right. Of course it is likely 

that many more people in Mosul or Jakarta will want washing machines 

and laptops than will opt for the future Unity and Jihad has to offer. The 

vanguard ideal is the realm of the few. It is a rearguard action. But the 

point is that it will prove a permanent rearguard action, feeding on the 

energies of the new city proletariat, and one that will go on determining the 

paranoid form of modernity adopted in response to it, unless modernity itself is 

called in question. 

Ill 

We return to the surface features of the past few years, and now try to 

sum them up. Many pages ago we proposed the terms "atavism and new

fangledness" to point to the present temper of politics, and they have 

come up again apropos al-Qaida. Atavism, the reader will now realize, is 

tied in our view to a central new set of capitalist imperatives- a pattern 

of needs and failutes and necessities, which we have tried to outline, as 

a result of which a fresh round of primitive accumulation is being 

attempted. The turn is necessary - "There's soon going to be nowhere 

in the mineral extraction heartland where we can do business" is the 

judgment underlying it - but obviously it carries a high degree of risk. 

Primitive accumulation (in the world as it is) means 1var; and war is the 

maker of empires, but also the breaker. Primitive accumulation means 

war; but one fought now in unprecedented conditions - an armed 

struggle partly impelled by, and continuing to be fought in, that complex 

of circumstances we call spectacle. For new-fangledness, then, substitute 

the war of websites, the ballistic exchange of in1ages, the battle to main

tain (or put an end to) weak citizenship. 

No doubt it is true that the present fiasco in Iraq bears witness to 

incompetence and lack of forethought on many levels. The planners 
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were so dazzled by the Revolution in Military Affairs that it never 

dawned on them that no Revolution in Occupation Affairs had accom

panied it (for all Israel's thirty-five-year attempt to create one). They fed 

on the lies of their expatriate assets. They chose to ignore what their own 

policy of sanctions had done to the "secular", sophisticated, West

leaning civil society they went on dreaming was waiting in the wings. And 

so on. T he litany is familiar. But no lack of preparedness was more 

profound than the military's in confronting the new world of instant -

and disputed -mediation. Brigadier General Mark Kimmitt, at that time 

the senior military spokesman in Iraq, was asked on April 11, 2004 - as 

the first major offensive against the occupation was unfolding- what he 

would tell Iraqis in the face of televised images "of Americans and 

coalition soldiers killing innocent civilians". "Change the channel", was 

his reply. "Change the channel to a legitimate, authoritative, honest 

news station."147 

Primitive accumulation is to be carried out in conditions of spectacle: 

that is the new reality in a nutshell. And the spectacle itself, we have been 

arguing, is in the process of mutation. A new round of technical innova

tion has made alienation-into-a-realm-of-images a pervasive, banal, 

constant!J self-administered reality. The dystopian potential of such an appa

ratus is sufficiently clear. But in present circumstances it has at least the 

benign side-effect of making control of the spectacle by the state - the 

kind of short-term and absolute control of imagery that is a necessity of 

war and occupation, as opposed to the tendential and structural "manage

ment" of appearances appropriate to peacetime - truly hard to maintain. 

This destabilization of the spectacle has been accompanied by an even 

more bizarre turn of events with regard to the spectacle as a territory of 

belief - as something its users and occupiers psychically invest in, and 

whose imagery of the future they assent to. Twenty years ago, one of us 

147 NeiV York Ti111es, April 12, 2004. 
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remembers being told by a shrewd observer that the new cyber

technology then becoming available would change the whole confidence 

and aggressivity of the white-collar class. ''You wait and see. The bour

geoisie is about to fall in love with the future again." So it proved; and 

for two decades the dream of the digital went largely unchallenged. Who 

could have predicted, even five years ago, the swiftness and complete

ness with which the dreaming became a thing of the past? Now no one 

under thirty entertains the least illusion about what their drab courses in 

computer science will lead to. They are a ticket to data-punching, if you 

are lucky - if the job you ha~e been· trained for is not outsourced to 

Bangalore before you graduate. No wonder the actual suijects of the 

information world regard the hustlers and hucksters of cyberspace - the 

fifty-year-olds who go on believing the hype - in much the same way as 

Reaganite children once did their "sixties" parents puffing a joint and 

telling their Woodstock stories again. 

The true believers in the spectacle these days are the webmeisters of 

revolutionary Islam. They are the ones that drink deep, to the point of 

intoxication, on the spectacle's derealization of politics. They are the ones 

who go on being confident- more and more confident as the years pass 

- that the virtual life is the road to utopia. 

You will gather that we think there are things to fear in the new muta

tion, and signs of hope. The spectacle is rampant, but at its epicenter 

less and less persuasive. It accelerates, like capitalism in general, as a result 

of the falling rate of illusion. The disenchantment of the image-world 

may follow the disenchantment of the world in general. The spectacle is 

the key form of social control in present circumstances, but also a source 

of ongoing instability. The sheer proliferation of image-technology 

means that too much of the texture of everyday life is captured and circu

lated, and subject to inflection outside the normal circuits of power. In 

Boston and Miami, tl1e obscene game show of the election moves to its 
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foreordained conclusion; in Baghdad, the blood of the al-Arabiya 

reporter splashes, in real time, onto the camera lens. 

If the spectacle really is "capital accumulated to the point where it 

becomes image", then will there also be, at times of crisis like the present, 

a series of returns to outright image-expropriation? How will the expro

priating be done? What will primitive accumulation in the realm of 

appearances look like? Maybe Allawi's bullying of al-Jazeera will be gener

alized. If so, does the whole self-defeating apparatus of jamming and 

petty censorship follow? Will it be TV again d Ia Brezhnev and Ceaus;escu? 

The crisis is only compounded by the fact of the spectacle's uneven 

development worldwide. In the spectacular heartland the image-world 

thins and volatilizes; but out on the consumer frontier it has become one 

of the key instigators of a new round of Terror and martyrdom. For it 

offers those newly initiated into its technics an illusion of political effective

ness which, in a world of phantasms, may go on seeming enough. 

IV 

What, in the face of this deadlock, do we hope for from a future move

ment of opposition? Given that we have been arguing that sooner or later 

an effective resistance has to be framed in terms that challenge the whole 

texture of modernity, what do we see as the nodes of such a reworking 

in the ordinary language of the peace marchers and anti-globalizers? 

We see several. There is, for a start, the way opposition to American 

"bases" - a perfectly standard (and urgent) item of anti-militarism and 

anti-imperialism- opens more and more onto the whole question of state 

power. What is a "base", finally, and why does the US want and need to 

multiply such entities through the known world? We should view the 

problem through the lens of Guantanamo in particular, as various writers 

have suggested lately- through what Guantanamo and its satellites make 

possible, juridically, lawfully / lawlessly. Bases are tbe state incarnate, it soon 
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becomes clear: they embody the state in its extra-territorial sovereignty, its 

lawmaking and lawbreaking will; the state in its guise of other-directed 

war machine, but with other-directedness now become other-penetration, 

-occupation, -infection, -contamination; in the process offering the 

infected party (the failed state, the subservient social democracy) a posi

tive model of evasion and abrogation of all social constraint. 

Bases are a thousand points of darkness: a lymphatic system pumping 

out antibodies to the rule of law and the remaining (dim) possibility of 

democratic control. They are a shadow anticipation of the earth as one 

vast arena of "covert operations" and the "indefinite exercise of extra

legal state power" .148 They are foundational: that is the point. 

Constitutive of a world in the making. "Base" = Pattern: for the US just 

as much as for al-Qaida (which has the equation, so we gather, embedded 

in the very word it chooses for its name). 

We build our hopes, in other words, precisely on the enormity of what 

is challenged when bases are called into question. The challenge in any 

one case will be local, "national", commonsensical, phrased in a variety 

of idioms. But the resistance to it, on the part of the sovereign power, 

will be absolute; and the absolutism of the resistance will itself be a 

lesson in what bases are, and to what political and economic - not simply 

military - necessities they answer. 

Something of the same could be said, we believe, about various other 

issues and controversies of the past few years. The challenge to secrecy, 

for example, is likewise a set of moderate and constitutional arguments 

- limits, legalities, minimum accountability - and a calling into question 

of more and more of what the state actually consists of. It is a challenge 

that has already divided faction from faction within the state apparatus 

itself. The release of the Abu Ghraib photographs - for all that the exact 

chain of circumstances leading to the outing is still shrouded in mystery, 

148 Judith Buder, "Indefinite Detention", in Buder, Precariow Life: The Pou;ers of Mouming and 
Violence, London and New York 2004, p. 64. 
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and no doubt will remain so - is one among many pieces of evidence 

lately of a breakdown in the usual media-administration contract. Of 

course the endless round of inquiries and pointing fingers that followed 

was in large part for show. But "for show", so this book has been saying, 

is no longer a fully manipulable dimension of statecraft. 

Local challenges, in other words, can escalate into real crises of state 

confidence. In a parallel way, but even more painfully, the age-old contro

versy surrounding the bombing of civilians - the legitimacy of Terror 

from the air and "collateral damage", and the actual showing "of 

Americans and coalition soldiers killing innocent civilians" - is some

thing that leads directly to the question of modernity itself. For bombing 

is a constitutive JeatU1'e of modern life- now for America too. The experience 

and preserved memory of blast and firestorm is one of the central 

strands of twentieth-century identity - in Berlin as much as in 

Hiroshima, in London as much as (actively now) in Fallujah. Not for 

nothing will the century go down to posterity - for all the efforts of the 

US administration - as that of Picasso's Guemica. To call back in ques

tion the main technics of industrialized warfare, then, is to mobilize the 

repressed consciousness of modernity's ordinary costs.149 

There is, in a word, a dimension of totality already there - barely latent 

-in many of the anti-war movement's images and demands. And if links 

could be forged between these images and others now occurring every 

morning in the media - if, for example, the secret world of "contractors" 

and ex-prison guards and out-of-control security squads in Iraq and 

Afghanistan could be seen as a necessary facet of the neo-liberalization of 
1var - then truly the multitude would be on the verge of naming the 

enemy. If alongside the man in the hood on our frontispiece could be put 

the other truly indelible, unforgivable image of the current state of things 

149 On the repression, see W. G. Sebald, On the Natural History of Destmction, New York 2003; 
and on the costs, Sven Lindqvist, A HzsiOIJ' of Bombing, New York 2001- two great texts on 
twentieth-century history. 
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- the ruined small farmer from South Korea, slashing his arteries in defi

ance on the barricades at Cancun - then something close to the real 

outlines of a world of hopelessness and struggle would loom into vie\v. 

This last image, which of course we are glad not to show, brings us 

back finally to the ground - the shifting and terrible ground - for opti

mism in the present age of darkness. We have painted as grim a picture 

of the new vanguardism as we knew how, and pointed to the world of 

misery that such a vanguard is poised to exploit. This was necessary. 

Al-Qaida is one of modernity's main features. But it is far from being the 

only one. 

v 

Over the very same decades in which the new Leninism was assembling 

its cadres, and in much the same territory - the same fifteen-million-plus 

cities, the same ruined state system, the same landscape of crash 

programs and shock therapy and Bhopal-type " friendly investment 

climates" - a non-vanguardist opposition was coming into being. Call it 

the "movement of movements", call it the struggle against globalization: 

the terms own up to the still unsettled nature of the new phenomenon -

its indelible pluralism, its continual changing of ground and adoption of 

new tactics, its spontaneity (which does not mean necessarily a simple 

disconnect from older parties and revolutionary groups), and its lack 

of interest in scripts of salvation. This is the "multitude" we place 

most faith in- and precisely because its politics depend so little on the new 

apparatus of spectacle. In this, as in so much else, it is al-Qaida's antithesis. 

Even to summon a handful of emblematic instances of the new 

movement is dangerous, we feel: it risks folding the hiddenness and 

impermanence of tl1e anti-vanguard into a few bright names - Chiapas, 

Movimento Sem Terra, Direct Action, the fight against the Narmada 

hydro-power project in Guj arat, the strikes and sit-ins and sabotage that 
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make a constant descant to the world of sweatshops. But the key point 

is clear. This opposition- and specifically, this opposition's distance from 

the vanguard ideal - is as much a product of the present dynamic of 

capital as any other development of the past quarter-century. Its objects 

and tactics are a response to the logic of the neo-liberalism it is called on 

to resist. Capital manifes ts itself on the movement of movement's 

terrain as a de-centered, elusive, amoeboid set of temptations and coer

cions, and therefore has to be confronted in terms just as mobile. Weak 

states, failed nationalizations, instant speculative raids on currencies, and 

everywhere the same corporate actors sewing together their worldwide 

production lines: this is the economic reality the new working classes 

have grown up with, and whose changing points of vulnerability they go 

on probing. 

Other writers have begun the job of mapping and chronicling this 

new resistance, and done it with real vividness. We shall not repeat their 

stories, and we do not claim to know whether fmally the pattern of strug

gles they outline will be enough to stop nee-liberalism in its tracks. (Here 

as elsewhere, we sit with Satan in hell's fl.re, still undecided ''What rein

forcement we may gain from Hope,/If not what resolution from 

despare".) What we do know is that capitalism, in its present round of 

primitive accumulation, has encountered a new/ old Enemy. And the 

ground on which battle is joined has something to tell us - us 

ortherners, us citizens of the spectacular control center- about where 

and how a practical opposition to modernity might be framed. 

Modernity is many things. Secularization is one of them, and speed

up, and the cult of technics, and disenchantment of the world, and false 

orientation to the future. But right at the heart of capitalist modernity, 

we would argue, has been a process of endless enclosure. The great work 

of the past half-millennium was the cutting off of the world's natural 

and human resources from common use. Land, water, the fruits of the 

fores t, the spaces of custom and communal negotiation, the mineral 
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substrate, the life of rivers and oceans, the very airwaves - capitalism 

has depended, and still depends, on more and more of these shared 

properties being shared no longer, whatever the violence or absurdity 

involved in converting the stuff of humanity into this or that item for 

sale. Enclosure seems to us the best word for the process's overall logic. 

And it links directly with the new non-vanguard. For what the enemies 

of nee-liberalism are involved in, centrally, is resistance to attacks on the 

commons. Capitalism, as the great Karl Polanyi put it half a century ago, 

is rooted in the continual disembedding of basic elements of the species's 

life-world from the extraordinary. matrix of social relations -

constraints, understandings, checks and balances, rules of succession, 

kinds of communal sanction against the exploiter - which had been 

the central creation of humanity's long history. The disembedding is 

an atrocity, and will go on being felt as such by those who experience it 

first hand. 

For the alleged commodity "labor power" cannot be shoved about, used 

indiscriminately, or even left unused, without affecting also the human 

individual who happens to be the bearer of this peculiar commodity. In 

disposing of a man's labor power the system would, incidentally, dispose 

of the physical, psychological, and moral entity "man" attached to that 

tag. Robbed of the protective covering of cultural institutions, human 

beings would perish from the effects of social exposure; they would die 

as the victims of acute social dislocation through vice, perversion, crime, 

and starvation. Nature would be reduced to its elements, neighborhoods 

and landscapes defiled, rivers polluted, military safety jeopardized [sic] , 

the power to produce food and raw materials destroyed.150 

150 Kad Polanyi, The Great Tmnsjom1ation: The Political and Economic 01igins of Our Ti111e, Boston 
1957 (first pub. 1944), p. 73. Writing in 1944, Polanyi was convinced that the disasters of the 
previous fifteen years would convince capital, once and for all, that the social and human 
cost of this disembedding was too high. His optimism was his only mistake. 
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Some of the language here has dated. But in almost every respect it 

remains - more and more - a text for the times. 

It may even be that the concept of enclosure, and the question of 

effective tactics in opposition to it, will serve as a lens through which 

1 orth and South will come to recognize- for all their differences, which 

it would be foolish to conjure away - a degree of common ground. For 

the North too is victim of a new round of disembedding and crude bids 

for exclusive ownership. The bio-prospectors fan out across the genetic 

hinterland, looking for the stuff of life to patent and manipulate; the 

giant proprietors of radio frequencies call on the state to guarantee - to 

intensify- their monopoly of speech; the apparatus of basic public serv

ices, won from the long struggles of the twentieth century, is to be 

starved of resources and sold off cheap; there is to be a worldwide 

market in permits to pollute; the very germplasm is to be commodified. 

We are realists. We recognize that the sheer enormity of this new 

round of enclosure has so far made awareness of it, and resistance to it, 

fitful. It is hard to bring into focus, hard to demystify. But resistance does 

exist, and is intensifying; and once again, the fact of war brings many 

things into sharper relief. "McDonald's cannot flourish without 

McDonnell D ouglas .... And the hidden fist that keeps the world safe 

for Silicon Valley's technologies to flourish is called the US Army, Navy, 

Air Force, and Marine Corps."151 When capitalism itself is obliged to 

utter these home truths (however smugly, however confident the writer 

in his well-informed readers' assent) then truly the terms of engagement 

have changed. Military nee-liberalism is revealed as such. 

"When we affect to pity as poor those who must labor or the world 

cannot exist, we are trifling with the condition of mankind." Thus 

Edmw1d Burke. We take this still to be the common wisdom of our 

masters. To it might be added the words of one of Bush's advisers 

151 Thomas Friedman, Ne~v YtJJk Times Magazine, March 28, 1999. 
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recently, assessing the spectacle from his special vantage point: ' 'We are 

an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality."152 

It is the voice of absolutism through the ages; only now in possession 

of an unprecented machinery to make its wishes the world. And against 

it, finally, only Milton will do. ''And reassembling our afflicted Powers,/ 

Consult how we may henceforth most offend/ Our Enemy ... ". 

Till, maybe 

. . . Somewhere at some new moon, 

We'll learn that sleeping is not death. 

H earing the whole earth change its tune, 

Its flesh being wild, and it again 

Crying aloud .. . 153 

The crying is audible, and the earth begins to shake off sleep. 

152 Quoted in Ron Suskind, ''Without a Doubt", Ne~v York Times Magazine, October 17, 2004. 
153 W B. Yeats, "At Galway Races", The Green Helmet and Other Poems, Dundrum 1910. 



ENDNOTE 

Afflicted Powers has its origins in an anti-war broadsheet called Neither 

Their War Nor Their Peace, but its impetus also springs from a Retort 

gathering in February 2003, at which we discussed with Perry Anderson 

his essay "Force and Consent" (New Left Review 17, Sept/Oct 2002). 

Four who were in the company that evening took up the task of turning 

the broadsheet into a pamphlet (which in the event became this book). 

The collaboration depended on an ongoing critical dialogue within 

Retort, and on Retort's sustaining web of friendship and camaraderie. 

We have some special debts of gratitude to acknowledge: to Ann 

Banfield, Amita Baviskar, Gillian Boal,Jim Brook, Terry Burke, Michael 

Klare, Peter Linebaugh, Paul Lubeck, Donald Nicholson-Smith, Mary 

Beth Pudup, and Eddie Yuen for help along the way, and particularly to 

Anne Wagner for her immensely helpful reading of the complete manu

script. We thank Ed Kashi for his photographs, and Lara Adler at the 

Corbis Agency for help with the gathering of images. And the whole 

beast was put into consistent formal order with the assistance of Jason 

Strange. 

What follows is a brief bibliographic prompt- in no way meant to be 

comprehensive - for readers interested in pursuing the main themes of 

Afflicted Pmvers. 
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Introduction 

In assembling 131 photographs from thirty cities worldwide, 2/ 15: Tbe 

Dqy tbe World Said No to War (Barbara Sauermann ed., Edinburgh 2003) 

catches the spirit of the global demonstrations on the eve of the Iraq 

war. Reaction on the Left to Michael Hardt and Antoni Negri's Empire 

(Cambridge 2002) and Multitude (London 2004) has been strangely defer

ential. For an exception, see Timothy Brennan, "The Empire's New 

Clothes", Critical Inquiry, Winter 2003. 

The State, the Spectacle, and September I I 

For the original expositions of the concepts of spectacle and the colo

nization of everyday life, see Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle, trans. 

D onald Nicholson-Smith (New York 1994) [orig. pub. 1967] and Guy 

Debord, Comments on tbe Society of tbe Spectacle, trans. Malcolm Imrie 

(London 1998) [ orig. pub. 1988]. For further discussion and application 

of the concepts, see Raoul Vaneigem, Tbe Revolution of Eveo1dqy Life, 

trans. D onald Nicholson-Smith (London 1994), Ken Knabb, ed., 

Situationist International Anthology (Berkeley 1981), and Anselm Jappe, 

GtQI Debord (London 1999). 

Blood for Oil? 

Michael Klare lays out the blood-for-oil thesis clearly in Blood and Oil: Tbe 

Dangers and Consequences of America} Growing Petroleum Dependenry (New 

York 2004). The end-of-oil debate is explored in David Goodstein, Out 

of Gas (New York 2004), and at www.princeton.edu/ hubbert/ current

events.html, www.peakoil.net, and www.hubbertpeak.com. The best 

political economy of global oil is Jonathan Nitzan and Shimshon Bichler, 

Tbe Global Political Economy of Israel (London 1999). The texture of life 
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amid petro-excess is well conveyed in the trilogy of novels by (ex-oil 

man) Abdelrahman Munif, Cities of Salt (New York 1978). On the rela

tions between oil and primitive accumulation Midnight Oil (Brooklyn 

1992) by the Midnight Notes Collective is foundational. The best 

account of corruption and oil states appears in Catholic Relief Service's 

"Bottom of the Barrel" 2003 (www.catholicrelief.org/ africanoil.cfm). 

More generally, the relations between primitive accumulation and capi

talism are charted in Michael Perelman's The Invention of Capitalism 

(Chapel Hill 2001) and David Harvey's The New Imperialism (London 

2003). Peter Gowan's The Global Gamble (London 2000) and Robert 

Brenner's The Economics of Global Turbulence (London 2005) are primers on 

the rise of neo-liberalism and its relation to American economic power. 

On the crisis of secular nationalism see Timothy Mitchell, The Rule of 
Experts (Berkeley 2002) and Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and its Fragments 

(Princeton 1993). Karl Polanyi's The Great Transformation (Boston 1944) is 

classic. The ideas of Polanyi are powerfully applied to the crisis of US 

hegemony in Giovanni Arrighi and Beverly Silver's "Polanyi's Double 

Movement", Politics and Society, vol. 31, no. 2, 2003, pp. 325-55. 

Permanent War 

From the spate of recent books on American empire, two demonstrate 

its consistency over time: Chalmers Johnson's The Sorrmvs of Empire: 

Militarism, Secrecy, and the End of the Republic (New York 2004) and, from 

the Right, Andrew J. Bacevich's American Empire: The Realities and 

Consequences of US Diplomacy (Cambridge 2002) . In the formidable list of 

Noam Chomsky's publications on the subj ect, his American P01ver and the 

Ne1v lvJ.andarins (New York 1969) never ceases to be relevant. Diana 

Johnstone offers a clear-eyed analysis of the Balkans disaster in Fools' 

Crusade: Yugoslavia, NATO and Western Delusions (New York 2002). On the 

long and underchronicled history of pacification through state terror 
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from the air, see Susan Griffin's A Chorus of Stones (New York 1992) and 

Sven Lindqvist's A History of Bombing (New York 2000). 

The Future of an Illusion 

The early history of the relationship between the US state and Zionism 

is laid out in Peter Grose's Israel in the Mind of America (New York 1983). 

The post-1945 relationship, including the dynamics of the pro-Israel 

lobby, is well excavated by Cheryl A. Rubenberg in Israel and the American 

National Interest (Urbana and Chicago 1986). Christian fundamentalist 

support for Zionism is aired in Ruth W Mouly's "Israel's Christian 

Comforters and Critics", in Anti-Zionism: Ana!Jtica! Reflections, edited by R. 

Tekiner, S. Abed-Rabbo, and N. Mezvinsky (Brattleboro 1988). Tanya 

Rinehart's Israel/Palestine (New York 2002) exposes the fraud of the Oslo 

and Camp David accords. As to the specifics of US support for the Israeli 

state during the Cold War, Noam Chomsky's The Fateful Triangle: The United 

States, Israe4 and the Palestinians (Boston 1983) remains a basic text. 

Revolutionary Islam 

Edward Said's Orienta/ism (New York 1978) is still essential. Malise 

Ruthven's Islam: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford 1997) is what it says, 

and a good one. On the relations between Islam and the secular see Talal 

Asad, Formations of the Secular (Stanford 2003) . Al-Azmeh's Islams and 

Modernities (London 1996) and Mahmood Mamdani's Good Muslim, Bad 

Muslim (New York 2004) provide powerful analyses of the rise of polit

ical Islam in the modern world. Elizabeth Euben's Enemy in the Mirror 

(Princeton 1999) gives a political theorist's view of revolutionary Islam 

and of the work of Qutb in particular, while Gilles Kepel, The War for 

Muslim Minds (Harvard 2004) and 0 livier Roy, Globalized Islam (New York 

2004) provide exemplary treatments of Islamism and globalization. On 
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Saudi Arabia and its relation to global Islamism, As'ad Abukhalil's The 

Battle for Saudi Arabia (New York 2004), Timothy Mitchell, "McJihad: 

Islam in the US Global order", Social Text, vol. 73, no. 20, 2002, pp. 1-18, 

and the International Crisis Group's publications (www.icg.org) stand 

out. On al-Qaida and other revolutionary cells, Steve Coil's Ghost Wars 

(London 2003) and John Cooley's Unho!J Wars (London 2000) are very 

useful. But the best way to grasp the vitality of internal debate over, and 

within, modern Islam is to visit sites such as www.islamonline.net, 

www.islamtoday.net, www.muslimworld .org, and www.islamcity.com. For 

coverage of the insurgency in Iraq, see Professor Juan Cole's website: 

www.juancole.com. 

Modernity and Terror 

Among the mass of literature on consumerism, we have learnt most 

from Arjun Appadurai, The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural 

Perspective (Cambridge 1986), Ben Fine and Ellen Leopold, The World of 
Consumption (London and New York 1993), N. McKendrick et al., The 

Birth of a Consumer Society: The Commercialization of Eighteenth-Century 

England (London 1982), and the pioneering small book by Judith 

Williamson, Decoding Advertisements: Ideology and Meaning in Advertzsing 

(London 1978) - a subject that needs revisiting. The anti-globalization 

movement and key debates within it are best documented in Eddie Yuen 

et al., Confronting Capitalzsm: Dispatches from a Global Movement (New York 

2004). Also very useful are David McNally, Another World zj Possible 

(Winnipeg 2004) and Tom Mertes, ed., A Movement of Movements (London 

2004). On the early enclosures and their consequences in the transition 

to capitalism, see Silvia Federici's Caliban and the Witch (Brooklyn 2004). 

For discussion of the new enclosures, Midnight Notes #1 0, Fall 1990, is 

the essential starting point; Massimo De Angelis's The Commoner, on-line 

at www.thecommoner.org, has become a great resource. 




