Stress Position: The Racialization of Muslims in the War on Terror!

SUNERA THOBANI

#Tell the world the truth.... Please, we are tired. Either you leave us to die in peace - or tell the world the truth... You
cannot walk even half a metre without being chained. Is that a human being? That's the treatment of an animal.””2

Guantanamo Bay prisoner,
not charged with any crime.

“Nothing will be gained by spending our time and energy laying blame for the past.”*

President Obama

“...the thing hosts the possibility of violence, of that which threatens to undo,
because as a mediator, it necessarily unsettles the limits of justice itself.”!

Introduction

The photographs documenting the torture inflicted on
the Muslim bodies held in US custody at Guantanamo
Bay and Abu Ghraib have produced a searing chronicle
of one aspect of the expenditure of Western power in the
global War on Terror. Revealing the multifaceted forms
of violence involved in this War, these photographs raised
important questions about the limits of law, sovereignty
and subjectivity within the global order. The US and its
allies, including Canada, had earlier announced that the
Geneva Conventions were not applicable in this War in
their designation of their enemy as ‘terrorist’ and
‘uniawful combatant’. Moreover if the sexual terror and
humiliation of the (largely) male black/brown inmates
on display in these photographs is indelibly marked in
pub]ic consciousness, so too is the perpetrators’ - men
and women - fascination with, and contempt for, the
Muslim body. Sovereignty, law, subjectivity have all been
deeply effected by this form of warfare and are
undergoing major transformation as the War on Terror
continues to unfold.

Denise Ferera da Silva,
‘Radical Praxis’

Official responses to the release of the Abu Ghraib
photographs ranged from denial that the practices
documented amount to torture to claims that such
extraordinary measures were warranted by the nature
(evil) and culture (fanatic) of the enemy; that even if
excessive violence was used in the interrogation of
detainees, this was only in the interest of protecting
national security; and that such violence was attributable
to the few junior officials and prison guards who either
misunderstood official orders or were motivated by their
personal pathologies and aggressive tendencies.

The historical relationship between colonialism, the
modern nation-state, law and violence were either denied
or downplayed in such public responses, as Wwas the
historical record of US state and vigilante terror, including
during racial slavery, genocide of indigenous
populations, the Japanese internment, colonization of the
Philippines, the Vietnam and Korean wars, Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, and the death squads in Nicaragua and
other parts of Central America, among many other
instances. For despite liberal demaocracies taking greal
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pride in having done away with excessive state violence,
the use of terror and killing has, of course, been an integral
feature of the governance practices of modernizing
colonial and imperialist regimes as documented by, for
example, Frantz Fanon, Marnia Lazreg and Darius Rejali,
among many other.?

In the War on Terror, torture has been emblematic of
the violence, which is becoming institutionalized in the
global and national governance of Muslims. Such terror
is deployed against Muslim populations in the name of
defending Western values and its cultural superiority,
as well as in the name of fighting the fanaticism said to
be inspired by Islam, particularly its alleged hostility
towards gender equity, political democracy and sexual
liberation. In other words, race and religion have been
crucial factors in the ideological fashioning of this War.
As the fanaticism and cultural inferiority of Muslims was
explicitly linked to their religious affiliation, Islam and
race became deeply enmeshed in the Western treatment
of the Muslims they defined as their global enemy.® That
the institutionalization of terror in the governance of what
is increasingly described as ‘the Muslim problem’ has
elicited little political opposition or moral outrage,
particularly from social movements and other
communities of colour, is a matter of serious concern that
requires urgent scholarly attention.

With this in mind, the questions I engage in this paper
include the following: What is the relation of the religious
identity of the detainees subjected to torture and death
in the War on Terror to their racialization as black and
brown bodies? Can religion and race be separated in the
War on Terror’s marking of Muslim bodies as legitimate
target for brutalization and extermination? How can anti-
racist and feminist politics challenge the Islamophobic
discourse of the War, instead of contributing to its further
entrenchment and normalization as has been the case so
far? Moreover, how can critical race theory attend to the
question of terror in this moment of global crises, to the
institutionalization of violence in the practices that write
race into the corporeal and extra-corporeal schema?

This paper is organized into three main sections.
Beginning with a discussion of the racialization of
Muslims in the first section, I then examine some
contemporary developments within CRT and their
limitations in accounting for the reconfiguration of race
and processes of racialization in the Eollowing sec.ti_on.
Drawing on the contribution of the Black radical trad1.t10n
1 order to theorize the -con.te‘mpor.ary tra.n‘sformahons
in race, violence and sub]gctwﬁy being facilitated by the
War, | then outline the main a.rgument that emerges fro_m
the final section. [ conclude with a brief

mv reseal‘Ch in . i
my of the po]mca] ramifications of the

discussion of some

present reconfiguration of both race and religion.

The argument being advanced here is that the War on
Terror is facilitating a fusing of racial difference with that
of religious identity (that is, black/brown with Islam)
within the Western tradition such that the ‘difference’ of
Muslims is now treated as a quintessential form of racial
difference. Processes and relations of racialization are
thus being reconstituted, as are forms of subjectivity and
the possibilities for community alliances across racial
divides. This realignment serves US national security
objectives abroad while dividing communities of colour
at home. '

Moreover, I argue that it is the massive deployment of
Eerror by the US-led Western alliance that has produced

Islam’ as a singular enemy of Western (equated with
human) civilization, and the believing Muslim as the
b.ear.e.r of this deadly threat. Constituting Islam as a
31g-r.ufletr of cultural incommensurability has enabled the
militarization and securitization of the global nation-state
system, as well as the privatization of many functions of
the s'tate (the use of mercenaries, outsoui:in support
services for the military, subcontracting secugrit pl;tc)
Violence thus remains the critical modal}iré 0é
materializing and instimtiohalizing the reli io-rachl)l[o ic
of power of coloniality and imperialism;gthat iscto EWE

making of race and post-modern configurations of
Western sovereignty and subjectivity

Racializing Muslims

With the launch of the War on Terror, there has been a
major remaking of the meaning of the c’a Sy W?&uzﬁ ; nf
Inthe US, Canada, Europe, this category doges Xot functiorlt
simply to denote a religious identity but h to
encodg racial difference. The most cOr’an as.cclome :
this Shlflt is the use of explicit racial cate Or?ze:il telr)lceﬂ?e
state in its treat.ment of Muslims, Securit% mezsfrr;s };nti-
Ferror‘ laws, immigration policy and de ortaltion
intelligence gathering, policing are all r?w bein :
condgctcfd.through whatis referred to as ’racialo -ofilin ’
That is, it is those who ‘look like Muslims’ thplto t%é
target Of_ such measures. That the use of sucha f;feiling
has rgcelveci widespread public support and Puridical
sanction reveals .how deeply entrenched t};e nc]hl logic
of pgwer remains within Western POst/mcodcemi%y.
Previously, Black men were the primary t t of racia
profiling by the state and nation, par tiCSL(lI:r]lge' 0tl 1ec ULS
subject to police brutality as well as vi ihr }E n 11ence’
Muslims have now been added to theirgr’x;ise vio :
Other examples of the racialization of R/Iusnms _—
found in the state and public attacks on them follo:,ving
the 9/11 attacks. Sikhs, Hindus, Indigenous people were
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attacked in a violent backlash in the streets in the US,
Canada, UK and other parts of Europe, their ‘racial’ status
overriding the religious differences between them. Hindu
temples, Sikh gurdwaras as well as Muslim mosques were
desecrated by individuals and groups, a further reflection
of the conflation of religious difference with that of race.
In the particular case of Canada, Canadian citizens who
travel to US were not previously required to get US visas.
With the launch of the War on Terror, however, Canadian
citizens with origins in the Middle East, North American,
Central and South Asia were now required to apply for
US visas before they could travel there. In the UK, a young
Brazilian man was stalked and shot by security forces,
who claimed to have mistaken him for a ‘terrorist’.
Described in the media as looking like a ‘Paki’ (thatis, a
Pakistani), his killing elicited little public outrage. In the
US, the shooting of Sikh worshippers at a gurdwara in
Oak Creek was likewise justified by the alibi pervasive
in the mainstream media that the killer had mistaken the
Sikhs for Muslims. A former Defence Minister from India
swho likes to wear a kurta” was strip-searched in
Washington by US immigration officials.” As these
various examples from across North America and Europe
attest, the category ‘Muslim’ quickly moved from
referring to actual Muslims to all those who ‘look like
Muslims’, that is all those who were Black and Brown.

In other examples of such racialization of Muslims at
the international level, US and Canadian soldiers are
reported to routinely refer to Afghanistan and Iraq as
‘Tnjun country’. In the westward expansion of the early
European settlers in North America, ’injuns' was the
colloquial reference to Native Americans, infamously
mistaken for ‘Indians’ by Columbus. In another example
of the resilience of the racial settler colonial ideology
within US culture, the codename given to Usama Bin
Laden was Geronimo, the name of a famous Native
American leader who fought against the us genucide of
his people.

The ideological core of the War on Terror reflects its
racial/colonial historical antecedents in another
important manner. As mentioned above, Islam and
Muslims have been defined as civilizationally and
culturally backward - incommensurable with modernity
and progress. This casting of Muslims as fanatics,

erverse, barbarian and misogynist reproduced the older
racial—colonial tropes of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. During those centuries, colonization proceed@d
on the ideological claim that native populations were
backward species and presented a threat to human
civilization and its advancement to freedom. Much as in
the past when Indigenous peoples were constituted as

savages who had to be destroyed in the interests ol
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civilization, now it is the death and /or destruction of
Islam and of the believing Muslim that is considered
necessary in the need to protect the interests of global
security and human progress. The War on Terror has thus
reinvigorated a flailing racialized form of ideology/
discourse/ practice that was somewhat discredited in the
post-Second World War period.

The fusing of the notion of Muslim religio-cultural
inferiority with the discourse of racial difference, and the
equation of this ‘difference’ with the ‘threat’ of Islam, has
legitimated the US state’s extermination of large numbers
of Muslims while substantiating the larger imperialist
discourse in what is officially defined as a ‘post-racial’
Western order.® In such an environment, to neglect the
question of religion in studies of race is to persist in a
now outdated approach, which, I argue, is inadequate to
the task of tracking how processes of racialization are
being reformulated in the early twenty-first century.
Moreover, ignoring the question of Islam at a moment
when this has become the source of inspiration for
revolutionary struggles against Western imperialism
contributes to the isolation and marginalization of such
transformative articulations of Islam and Muslim
identity.

Critical Race Theory and The Question of Muslims

Critical race scholars writing on the treatment of Muslims
in the War on terror have largely focus on the erosion of
rights, torture and racial profiling of Muslims, drawing
much needed attention to how Muslims are being
racialized by way of such practices.” Yet the tendency in
this scholarship is to assume that pre-existing processes
and categories of racialization are now being extended
to explicitly target Muslim communities. With regard to
torture of the detainees held in custody at Abu Ghraib,
Guntanamo Bay and other sites, these scholars define
their treatment as a form of excess violence, deployed
either as exception, in conditions of social upheaval or in
response to resistance to the racial order. Some scholars
have also studied the erosion of the citizenship of
Muslims by new immigration and anti-terror laws,
including indefinite detention, security certificates and
secret trials. The main trend in this scholarship has been
to make the case that Muslims are being evicted from the
liberal-democratic order of rights and entitlements.
Rarely does one find an analysis that takes into account
the range of the forms of v iolence that are to be found at
the heart of this War within its global context and situated
within the historical context of the relation of such
violence to the making ot the _g}|nlm] colonial-modern
order.
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The several different traditions within critical race
studies have, of course, theorized the concept of race in
different ways; all, however, accept the centrality of what
Fanon called the corporeal schema in racial classification
and in the organization of processes of racialization. Some
also seek to unearth how racial designation goes well
beyond this corporeality to include, for example, culture,
language and performativity as markers of ‘race’. Fanon,
whose work is considered foundational to critical race
studies linked processes of racialization to slavery and
colonialism as he challenged the notion that these
phenomenon were unrelated to modernity. The colonial
order was a racialized order, he argued, demonstrating
the numerous ways in which it violated the humanity of
colonized peoples. Within this order, the white man was
inextricably tied to his Other, the black man, who was
constituted as his opposite. The white man constructs his
own humanity in relation to the dehumanization that is
imposed on the black/colonized man.' Race is thus
fashioned and policed by the violence of occupation, and
it is only through a revolutionary violence that seeks to
transcend the colonial order and create a new species of
‘man’ that racial violence and its forms of dehumanization
and alienation can be overcome."

Colonial violence is thus the terrain within which the
body itself is produced as racial and sexual, argued
Fanon. During the French occupation of Algeria, the
colonial political order ascribed worthlessness to the life
of the native, male and female. Race, in this fullness of ite
epistemic, politico-psychic, corporeal and socio-economic
structuration became inseparable from the modernity of
the West, its forms of terror becoming ‘epidermalized’,
that is, inscribed onto the body to produce its materiality
as a racial/sexual object.”? Fanon calls this process the
‘thingification” of the colonized body.

Fanon’s insights have been taken up very unevenly
within the field of critical race theory. With the end of
World War II, there was a major shift in theoretical
approaches to race as the biological determinism of the
racial sciences was discredited by the use made of these
sciences, particularly eugenics, by Nazism." Moreover,
the struggles of nationalist movements in m.uch o.f the
colonized world during this period resulted in natlogal
indepeﬂdt’”ce for many third world cc.)untr?es, Whl‘Ch
im‘iht‘T d e]egitimized thel global rac1_al hl.erarch1‘es

_.ituted by the Furo-American powers in lhel‘r C().lomal
institu ) "’I“h'e‘%ef‘]m”oed gcopolitica1conditions instituted
v P”‘L,_’H_' ‘ | ra{gialiiation that highlighted ‘cultural” and
g '”Ifm,{i’f.;:/(.,.om-~e between populations rather than
:::-L\ﬂ_; according to hierarchies of racial
. mew racism’ of the 1950-60s resulted in
L the ‘culturalization’ of race, so that
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the discourse of cultural difference now enccded racial
meanings and categorizations.

As a field of engaged scholarship, Critical Race Theory
(CRT) emerged formally as a critique of the law in the
carly 1990s, taking off from critical legal studies, which
had largely neglected the question of racé. CRT
h?ghlighted the relation between race and the law with a
view to challenge law’s involvement in legislatine the
processes of racialization that uphold t}c{e riglﬁs of
powerful groups within a racialized social order, CRT
scholars and other critical theorists within the largelr field
of race studies subscribed to a social constructionist
position, that is, they define race as socially constructed
and not a reflection of ‘innate’ biological char

W_nhux social science disciplines, in sociology for
example., the dominant approach has been to define race
as‘or.ganlzed through processes of inclusion and exclusion
within social structures and institutiong (ie. citizenship
}aw,‘ economy, education, etc.).” Exclusion from thesc;
ln:Si’ltL}t.lol’lS helps produce the inequali.t of racial
minorities, and sociologists have taken u ! ues;ions
about the relation of race to national }l)jec}oncrin
superexploitation, discrimination, etc.. Another t?eng,
more recent, has been to re-examine the Westerﬂ’
philosophical tradition and itg im
racial difference. So, for exam
of the contemporary field of Critical Race Studies, Barnot-
Hesse 1deqt1fles how modernity’s hegemonic éonce ts
such as ‘rationality’, ‘liberalism’, ‘capitalism’ ‘secularisfn'
and ‘rule of law’ are al| racially coded Th’ese concepts
are central to the social and political t'hou ht of intL
Hegel, Marx, Weber, Foucault and Haber%rns etc 'ﬂi
neglected the role of race within modernity, ancc{ t’hz placce

of these cONCepis in produsing Waster fotms 6f
superiority and domination

Barnor-Hesse su
dominate critical ¢
addresses “the

acteristics.

npact on constituting
Ple, in his excellent survey

mmarizes twao major trends that
ace/modernity studies: the first

relation of i

. odern pl

discourse of race” and the se philosophy r_md lthe
cond focuses on “historical

modernity and the structure of racism”  While the former
UETlZ;?Shthi f‘sf:lal logic that permeated western
P phy an shaped modernity’s scientific and
humanist discourses, the latter engages the historical
; s the historica
.dev-elO}'DmEIj!’[ gf S0cio-economic, political and cultural
institutions an the systemic aspectsof the sipders wotld
systerT\. J blh,m?(} _my‘anaiysis of the reconstitution of
processes of racialization within the War on Terror at the
interstices of these different approaches, for my work
ac_ivanccs crifical pace theory by Cxaminit’wg the Ejehtion
of terror, violence and war, as wel] ag religion' fation
‘production’ of race in the early twenty-first Ct‘nlfury
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Terror and the Making of Race

In Performing Race and Torture on the Early Modern Stage,
Ayanna Thompson identifies a ‘convergence’ of race and
torture in the early modern theatrical encounter of
English audiences with ‘foreigners’. These 17" century
plays reveal a “certain concentration of meaning
theatrically, semiotically, and historically” which have
contributed much to contemporary constructions of both
race and torture, she argues.”” The staging of torture in
the theatre “provide[s] the perfect device to interrogate
how race developed with contradictory significations in
the early modern period: race became both essential and
a construction.”™ In other words, the performances
Thompson studies reveal the illusory and constructed
nature of race. Moreover, by putting the tortured body
on display, along with ‘hat of the torturer, these
productions enabled their a.diences — distanced from the
torture - to imagine themselves above and beyond race.
As such, these “performances of torture have materialized
and racialized th[e] construction of [English] nationality”"
through the “racializing epistemology” of viewing the
brutalized body as racialized. Such witnessing enabled
audiences to “feel removed from and superior to all of
the characters” on display.® It allowed the “codification,
empowerment, and normalization of the white/right
gaze of the English audience”?, thus aiding the
constitution of a form of ‘English’ subjectivity that was
racialized even as it was simultaneously nationalized.
These staged depictions of torture empowered the
white/right gaze’ to become normalized, and in
becoming normative, it became an ‘anti-racializing’
gaze.”

The use of torture in England between 1540-1640 has
been linked to an emergence of the sense of ‘inwardness’,
explains Thompson, for the use of torture was intended
to get to the ‘interiority’ of criminal and treasonous
subjects among the population.® As such, torture was
seen as effective in bringing to the surface that which was
otherwise concealed. However, the staging of torture in
the theatre linked the violence to a sense of “exteriority’,
by making race ‘visible’, argues Thompson. As depictions
of torture became connected with depictions of race, “the
victims’ and torturers’ roles were rewritten”; the
racialized bodies on stage could not be mistaken for a
threat internal to the population.” Instead, these figures
(Moors, American Indians, Africans, ctc.) were marked
45 visibly alien to the population so that “It]hese figures
are tortured in part because of the apparent, depictable,
and stageable differences of their cultures, religions, and
race.”” ) ‘

England was to emerge as “the first country in Furope

to become a nation in the modern sense”™ during the
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sixteenth century, and the impact of theatre in this process
of nation-formation cannot be underestimated. Many of
the early modern plays Thompson studies were set in
the ‘Near East’ and North Africa (Persia, Morocco and
Algeria), areas under Muslim rule at the time. These plays
commonly featured Muslims - Moors and Africans - as
the racialized bodies foreign to the English nation-in-the-
making.

Thompson likens the early theatrical performances of
torture to the Abu Ghraib photographs by highlighting
the staged nature of these contemporary performances
of racial power. The torture at Abu Ghraib racialized Iraqi
bodies as animalistic and sexually deviant, argues
Thompson, but this staging of torture also (unwittingly)
reveals the constructed nature of such racial inscription.
The careful arrangement of bodies in the torture
photographs and the presence of the prison guards within
the frame draw attention to the power of the white bodies
that staged the scenes, in contrast to the stark
powerlessness of the tortured body thus held in captivity.
Thompson's insightful reading of the photographs draws
attention to the role of violence in producing what she
calls the normative ‘white/right’ gaze thatcomes to fancy
itself above and beyond race.

But there is more to be said of this relation of torture
to race, for torture not only ‘converged’ with, or signalled,
race in the annals of colonial historiography. Indeed, the
spectaculization of torture has produced race by
constituting the Black/Brown body as that which can be
violated as a matter of necessity, that is, as a matter of
ethical principle. 1f the fascination (including pleasure and/
or horror; attraction and/or revulsion) of viewing the
tortured body — primarily Muslim and North African -
on the early modern stage can be defined as a ‘racializing
epistemology’, giving substance and materiality to a
‘white/right gaze’ that produced a collective form of
national subjectivity, what impact might such a visual
regime of violence have on the body constructed as the
deserving recipient of the violence? How might such
depictions have shaped the consciousness of those with
the ill fortune of ‘being’ (thatis, ‘looking’) like the Brown/
Black body whose ‘truth’” has to be extracted through
torture? For the making of race in the language of torture
was not only a phenomenon to be viewed on the stage,
this language also functioned as key to the practices of
genocide, slavery and colonization that were to
materialize the concept of race in the expansion of
Western power as a globalizing torce.

In Scenes of Subjection, Saidiva Hartman discusses the
impact of the performances emblematic of white racial
power during slavery - namely, the public flogging, the
auction block, and the minstrel show -on the making ol
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Black subjectivity. Analysing the terror that gripped
Frederick Douglass when, as a young boy, he witnessed
the torture of his Aunt Hester by their slave owner,
Hartman argues that it is this ‘scene’ that “introduced
Douglass to slavery”.”” Hartman's compelling argument
is that in this experience of racial terror, “...Douglass
establishes the centrality of violence to the making of the
slave and identifies it as an original generative act
equivalent to the statement, “I was born”.* Terror is here

* defined as the condition for the birth of Black subjectivity

in the Americas, the subjectivity of the human being
turned into racial object, into property.

Terrified at the spectacle of the “horrible exhibition”
witnessed by Douglass, this primal scene convinced him
that he, too, was marked for such brutalization.?
Describing his condition as that of one “doomed to be a
witness and a participant”, Douglass explained how it
was this experience that determined him to escape this
fate and to dedicate himself to the abolishment of
slavery.® But it is significant that this is a subjectivity

that, while understanding the language of violence that -

shapes its existence, also determines to escape from such
violence. Such “communally witnessed violence” is
repeatedly recounted in slave narratives and has become
a “text” that is “carried in African-American flesh”,
argues Alexander.”

Both Hartmann and Spillers have argued that the rape
of the female slave, that is, her sexual terror, constituted
her body as Black, as female, that is, as property to be
possessed. And more important, this condition of racial
terror was upheld in law, normalized and deemed
morally acceptable.”” JanMohamed also concurs that
racial terror against Black men was so pervasive that it
gave rise to a subjectivity that can be understood to be
that of the ‘death-bound subject’. The constant threat of
racial terror in Black men’s lives meant that violence
could erupt at any given moment, such that the
knowledge and experience of such terror, in, for example,
the practice of lynching, meant that Black men lived with
this threat as ever present in their daily lives.”

Linking contemporary representations of Black men
in American art with the historical images of tortured
Black bodies that “traumatize” and teach Black people
“ a sorry lesson of their continual, physical
\-'uInerabili‘tv...“, Alexander has highlighted how such
witnessing underscores a “bottom line blackness”, it is a
stark reminder of Black peoples” own perilous status
which constitutes them as a community. a8 Thel threat of
such violence serves to suppress the i.ntemal .d1ffeil‘ences
that may exist within the community, for it is in t‘he
brutalization of the Black body that the Black community

comes to recognize itself as potential target of such terror.

8

If Thompson describes the viewing of torture on the
medieval stage as a ‘racializing’ and ‘nationalizing’
epistemology, Alexander has defined this epistemology
as critical also in the “formation of the enslaved” as
individuals and as members of a collectively brutalized
corpmunityﬁ’ Like Thompson and Hartman, Alexander
points out that witnessing such violence consolidates the
social bonds among white Spectators as a community
one that comes together in the knowledge of its power toj
inflict such violence with legal and moral impunity
Gat'her'mg in large numbers in the festival-liké
environments they created for the lynching of Bl
women and children, white men and women  a]
their children, families and friends, :
articulations of their shared racial power.* These scholars
record how schools allowed white children to attend these
spectacles, special trains were scheduled to transport the
crowd.s, newspapers announced timings and locations
following up with detailed descriptions of the torture f01,'
those who may have missed attending them in person
Photographers captured the trophy images of thepterror.
turning these into postcards that were printed, sold and’
consumed within white communities. Politi’cians and
communi.ty leaders acquired cultural and political ¢ ‘
by orgar_uzing and promoting these events, and SO on
The staging of racial violence thus became a’n im 0rt1n£
site of the consolidation of white socia] life, por

In discussing the racial terror that organized -slaver
in the US, my intention is not to draw equivnlenc)(:
between the black slave experience and that of thce Abu
Ghraib detainees. Rather, I seek to understand how the
effects of the kﬂOWlEdge/consumption of public
depictions of torture impact the constitution of race and
aid the consolidation of a kind of whiteness that is highl
narcissistic, so that the witnessing of the infliction of terro}:‘
gives rise not to indignation or outrage, but to claims of
innocence. A surprising example of this phenomenon in
the War on Terror is the feminist claim that the
participation of white women in the infliction of torture
at Abu Ghraib was a betrayal of feminism and of the
feminists who championed the advancement of women
in all spheres of socio-economic and political life
including in the military.” Another peculiar exam vlé‘
came in the wake of the publication of the Aby Ghr;ib
photographs, which led members of the Us Congress to
hold hearings on these revelations of the torture L:l“he
hearings were televised on CNN ang other 1l1ewg
networks. Confronted with the graphic images of qexuefl
violence against the male Muslim bodies, pron;inent
members of Congress, reporters and political
commentators repeatedly claimed that the very holding
of the hearings was proof of the Superior nature of

ack men,
ong with
participated in these

apital
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Western culture, a demonstration of the ‘open’ and
democratic’ values of American society. In this manner,
the hearings were transformed into yet another occasion
for the lauding of Western superiority, the torture
depicted in the photographs further feeding the phantasy
of the cultural superiority of the very nation in whose
name the torture was being perpetrated. In a truly
perverse manner, claims of American (and Western)
‘goodness’ became buttressed, rather than eroded, by
such a framing of the torture.

Violence, in the various manifestations discussed in
this paper, ruptures the very being of the hated racial
object, reducing her to a ‘thing’ within the social order.
Iragi men and women who survived imprisonment at
Abu Ghraib and other US prisons have described being
treated like animals, dogs. rats and pigs, forced to bark
and wear leashes, by US a1 .d coalition forces.® While the
photographs of the torture and murder of Muslim men
were leaked and circulated around the world,
photographs of the torture and rape of Iraqi women were
considered too incendiary for release by the Obama
Administration, well after the torture at Abu Ghraib
became common knowledge.

Racial terror remains a constant feature in the
inscription of the racial text of modernity onto bodies thus
marked, with Muslims being targeted for such violence
at a global level. The threat of such terror as constant, in
the form of torture, rape, murder, and psychic
disintegration, can therefore be considered as
foundationally ongoing to/in the processes that shape
the relation that has come to assume the name ‘race’. The
War on Terror’s reconfiguration of these processes and
relations of racialization are evident in the manner the
category ‘Islam’ functions to legitimize the
institutionalization of the surveillance, incarceration and
even murder of Muslims by states and their nationals, in
the US and the UK, among many other countries. These
forms of racial profiling have both juridical approval and
widespread public support, they are considered a matter
of necessity.

Drawing a link between the torture at Abu Ghraib and
Guantanamo Bay with the other forms of terror that are
endemic to the War, including the invasion of
Afghanistan; the ‘shock and awe’ bombing of Baghdad
and other Iraqi cities; the deportation, rendition, rape
targeted assassination, collective punishment and drone
attacks on Muslims around the world, reveals how central
terrorizing Muslims (both civilians and non-civilians) has
pecome in this expanding War. So, for example, early in
the invasion of Afghanistan, a container in which close
to five hundred Taliban fighters had been incarcerated
was Splayed with bullets from the outside by fighters
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from the Northern Alliance as US occupation forces stood
by and watched. Many of those trapped inside the
container who escaped the bullets suffocated to death.
For another example, the bombing of Baghdad was
carefully designed to maximize what was termed the
‘shock and awe’ effect on the Iraqi population. The
Spectacularization of such instances of terror, staged for
maximum effect and covered in primetime media
broadcasts, were soon followed by the collective
punishment of the population in the face of the growing
strength of the Iraqi insurgency, as was the case in
Fallujah. The countless injured, dead and displaced point
to the worthlessness of the lives of Muslims in the
calculations of the Western alliance. It is the deployment
of such terror that has led to the creation of the figure of
the Muslim as a global threat. When taken into account
in a holistic and historically contextualized manner, such
widespread use of the multifaceted forms of terror, in
addition to the attacks and killings of individual Muslims
that remain ongoing and under-reported within Western
countries, reveals that such terror enables the
reconfiguration of forms of Western identity —as innocent,
vulnerable and endangered - in the contemporary
attempts at stabilization and defence of Western
sovereignty as mapped out globally.

Muslims around the world understand at a visceral
level they are subject to the constant threat of such
violence in their daily life, and many have come together
to defend their communities, families and themselves
from such brutality. Unfortunately, they receive little
understanding or support from secularist anti-imperialist
and anti-globalization movements.

Yet for many among the Afghan and Iragi men and
women who were the victims of torture in the War on
Terror, their identity as Muslim was as critical as their
racialized dehumanization as animals and sexual perverts
in shaping their experience of the violence. Detainees
have described in some detail the explicitly racial nature
of their experience and identified the role of white men
and women (and even one Black man) in the infliction of
the torture.” These detainees also repeatedly underscored
the point that the practices to which they were subjected
were violations alien to their beliefs as Muslims.

"We are human too’, is the refrain one hears again and
again from detainees, as from Palestinians, Iraqis and
Afghans who confront the violence that shapes their lives.
This experience of terror has given rise toa ‘new’ form of
Muslim subjectivity that experiences its religious identity
as also explicitly racial, with this nexus transforming,
Muslims into transnational objects of/for violence. Such
violence might erupt at any moment, and if and when it
does, it is a violence that many recognize will be
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legitimized and justified as socially necessary.

Whereas the rise of the OPEC crises, the rise of the
Palestinian Liberation Organization and the Iranian
revolution with its hostage crisis had earlier contributed
to the racialization of Arabs and Muslims in particular
kinds of ways, the threats they were seen to represent
were localized to particular (national) contexts in the mid-
twentieth century. It is with the War on Terror that one
sees the wholesale racialization of Muslims around the
world as a unitary threat inherently prone to violence and
fanaticism, liable to attack at any unforeseen moment at
any location in the world. Understanding such a construct
F)f the Muslim requires a retheorization of race, of its
imbrication with religious affiliation and its co-
constitutive relation with terror.

. How can the ‘racializing’ epistemology and the ‘white ol
right’ gaze defined by Thompson, and the ‘scenes’ of
subjection analyzed by Hartman, help shed light on the
religio-race nexus that I am attempting to trace in this
paper? How do the fascinations that have been found to
be critical to the social and collective bonds crystallized
among Western subjects through the infliction of racial
terror intersect with their publicly articulated fears
regarding Islam as the source of terror and the believing
Muslim as the perpetrator of such terror in the early
twenty-first century?

In this making of Muslims as embodiment of global
thrror., and in the reconfiguration of Islam as source of
fanaticism, one discerns a rearticulation of the concept
of the West as cohesive and unitary, culturally and
civilizationally superior, even if politically somewhat
;Et;[?i:ometimes. The anti-colonial, anti-imperialist and
Shatttgeggiluzumlovem-ents of the twentieth century had
underpinn _1c1 claims by exposing the violence tllwa.t
; d Western global domination, and the civil
Do (.md anti-racist movements had likewise exposed
the racism that resided at the core of the Western nation-
state‘s_vstem, Many of these nation-states had turned to
multiculturalism in the 1970s and 1980s in response to
the successes of thege anti-racist challenges to white

suprems: A ) ;
UpTemACY. As 4 strategy of governance, multiculturalism
shifted the focus of anti-y

sphere of the economy, |
cultural pl ]

acist struggles away from the
; aw and politics to promoting
| uralism and tolerance, thereby leaving intact
the basic structure of white superiority that shaped the
post-World War I global order.* The War on Terror,
following the bitter culture wars of the 1990s, has served
as the occasion to dislodge multicultural recognition of
the racial Other in the aggressive and militarized
reassertions of Western superiority now spreading across
the Middie East, North Africa and Central Asia.
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In this context, the incorporation of Huntington’s thesis
of the ‘clash of civilizations’ as the ideological lynchpin
of the War on Terror can be considered a reinscription of
the discourse of religious difference in the racial dialectic,
furthering a racialization of Islam and of Muslims that
has moved well beyond the corporeal schema, although
it has certainly incorporated it. Moreover the
institutionalization of Islam/ism as signifier of EGI‘I‘OI’
shattered the pre-9/11 anti-racist alliances among people
of colour by isolating Muslims as civilizationally and
culturally incommensurable. The rearticulation of
Huntington’s thesis in the form of the ‘clash of
fundamentalisms’ by the left and the ‘clash of
patriarchies’ by feminists and anti-war activists has only
served to further the Islamophobic discourse of the War
and its racialization of Muslims.

Conclusion: The Consequences of Racializing Islam

I have discussed above the myriad ways in which Islam
and Muslims have been constituted as a global threat to
the security of nations by the expenditure of Western
violence. As terrorist threat and irrational fanatic, the
believing Muslim is now widely accepted to present an
immediate and deadly, local and global threat to Western
nation-statess and their civilized values, a construct that
anti-racist movements have done little to challenge.

Chief among the consequences of the racialization has
been the institutionalization of the far—reaching violence,
death and destruction that shapes the lives of Muslim
communities within the international order. Anti-racist
movements have remained largely silent about this
violence, as they have been about the participation of
(non-Muslim) Black and other people of colour in the
War. Few outside Muslim communities have challenged
the Islamophobia that is becoming deeply entrenched
within the state apparatus. Another consequence of such
rewriting of the religio-racial difference is the political
and social isolation of Muslim communities from other
communities of colour. Yet another consequence is that
such isolation, which identifies Muslims as a threat to
national security, has opened up the possibilit_v for other
communities of colour to claim proximity to the West by
way of likewise demonizing and shunning Muslims. The
absolute lack of public debate within non-Muslim Black
and other people of colour communities within Western
societies about their own collusion with, and support for
the invasions and occupations of Afghanistan and Iraq is
yet another worrying outcome."

The War on Terror has also accomplished a reiteration
of the historical racial-gender discourse that isolated
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particular forms of what are called misogynist ‘cultural
crimes’ that were previously attributable to ‘uncivilized’
colonized populations. Now, these cultural crimes are
mainly attributed to Muslims, including most
prominently, ‘honour-killing”. This reiteration
conveniently forgets how the earlier constructs of ‘dowry-
deaths’, ‘forced marriages’, ‘sati” and suchlike targeting
other communities of colour worked in similar fashion
to justify colonial domination. In the West, such ‘cultural’
crimes have been used repeatedly against racialized
communities to curtail their migration and access to
citizenship. In the case of the Black community, the myth
of the Black male rapist justified the lynching of Black
men, often on false charges of sexual harassment made
by white women.*

Finally, among the consequences of the contemporary
re-inscriptions of religio-ra~ial difference discussed in this
paper is the deepening of { 1e integration of non-Muslim
communities of colour into the reproduction of
imperialist relations and the securing of Western power
with its restabilization of whiteness. As these
communities cultivate their own relations of antipathy
towards Islam and Muslims as the ‘real’ bearers of racial
barbarism, they are able to gain proximity to whiteness
by defining their own cultures as ‘civilized” for adhering
to Western values and its promise of ‘freedom’. The War
on Terror and its demonization of Islam has made for
strange bedfellows indeed.
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