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Stress Position: The Racialization of Muslims in the War on Terror1 

SUNERA THOBANI 

"Tell the world the truth .... Please, we are tired. Either you leave us to die in peace- or tell the world the trutt:··· Y~~ 

cannot walk even half a metre without being chained. Is that a human being? That's the treatment of an am~al. 

Guantana111o Bay pnsoner, 
not charged with any crime. 

"Nothing will be CTained by spending our time and energy laying blame fo~ the past."~ 
0 

Preszdent Obamn 

" .. . the thing hosts the possibili ty of violence, of that w~icl? thre~te~s t~ und ?,~ 

because as a mediator, it necessarily unsettles the limits _of JUStiCe 1tse~f. 
Demse Ferera da Szlvn, 

'Radical Prnxis' 

Introduction 

The photographs docu menting the torture inflicted on 

the Muslim bodies held in US custody at Guantanamo 

Bay and Abu Ghraib have produced a searing chr~nicle 

of one aspect of the expenditure of Western power ~n the 

g lobal War on Terro r. Revealing the multifaceted f"o_rms 

of violence involved in this Wa r, these photographs raised 

important questions about the limits of law, sovereign_ty 

and subjectivity within the g loba l order. The US and Its 

al lies, including Canad a, had earl ier <mnounced that the 

Geneva Conventions were not applicable in this War in 

their designation of their enemy as 'terro rist' and 

'unlawful comba tant' . Moreover if the sexual terror and 

humiliation of the (largely) male black/brown inm.ates 

on display in these photographs is indelibly marked in 

public consciousness, so too is the perpe trators' - men 

and women - fascinat ion w ith, and conten•pt for, the 

Muslim body. Sovereignty, law, subjectiv ity have all been 

dee p ly effected by lhis form o f warfare a nd are 

undergoing major transformation as lhe War on Terror 

continues to unfold. 

Official responses to the release of the Abu Ghraib 

photoCTraphs ranged from denial that the practices 

docu:ented amount to torture to claims that such 

extraordinary measures were warranted by the nature 

(ev il) and culture (fanatic) of the enemy; that even if 

excessive vio lence was used in the interrogation of 

detainees, this was only in the interest of protecting 

national security; and that such violence was attributab le 

to the few junior officials and prison gua rds w ho either 

misunderstood official orders or Wl'J"C motiva ted by thei r 

personal pathologies and aggressive tendencies. 

The historical relationship between colon ia lism, the 

modern nation-sta te, law and violence were either denied 

or downplayed in such public responses, as vfas the 

historical record of US state and vigilante terror, including 

d uring racial s lavery, ge noc id e of indigcnou t-

populations, the Japa nese in te rnment, colon ization of the 

Phil ip pines, the Vietnam and Ko rean wars, Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki, and the death squ<~ds in Nica ragua and 

o ther parb of Central 1\menca, among many other 

instances. for despite libe r,1l democracies ta king great 

·- f c· d n c · \"t I' ' . II ttl u "vcrs l tyofBnll~h 
• . Tl· b ···I\. ·cl •·1 ~ te Profcs;or dt the Tns litute or .e n e r, " ace, .-,ex u ,1 1 y anc .~L>Cid u~ liCL' a 1e n1 . 

Dr SuneJ a 10 anJ JS ss c « - . . . C lllct• on 

. b" v c· 'PLI S C 1n ·d 1 She \ \ ' 1 S ~11Sll the first elected non-White Prcs ldL·nt of the '\1,1tlonal Act iOn omm 
Colum 1<1 , .1 ncouver ,1n. ,, ' •· • ·- ' -

the Sta tus of Women (Can.1d<.1, I ':JlJ3-%). 
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pride in having done away with excessive state violence, 

the use of terror and ki lling 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.5 

In the War on Terror, torture has been emblematic of 

the violence, which is becoming institutiona lized in the 

o-lobal and national o-overnance of Muslims. Such terror 
0 0 

is deployed ao-ainst Muslim populations in the name of 

defendino- W~stern values and its cultural s uperiority, 
0 

as well as in the name of fighting the fana ticism said to 

be inspired by Islam, particularly its a lleged 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 M uslims they defined as their global enemy.6 That 

the institutionalization of terror in the governance of what 

is increasingly described as 'the Muslim problem' has 

elici ted little poli tical opposition or moral outrage, 

p articularly fro m soc ial rnoveme_nts and other 

communities of colour, is a matte r of senous concern that 

requires urgent scholarly attention. . . 

With this in mind, the questions I engage m th1s 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 ant_i

racist and feminist politics challenge the Islamophob1c 

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 a ttend to the 

question of terror in this mom~nt of globa~ crises, to t~e 

institutionalization of violence m the practices that ~nte 

into the corporeal and extra-corporeal schema. 
race . . 

This paper is organized into three m~n~ se~twns. 

B · ·ng with a discussion of the raoaltzahon of 
eg mm . . 

M uslims in the first sectwn, I then examme son:e 

t P
orary developments wi thin CRT and then 

con em f. · f 
. · t. s 1·11 accounting for the recon Igurahon o race 

lun1 ta 1011 . . . . . 

d esses of raciahzatwn 1n the followmg sechon. 

an proc the contribution of the Black radical tradition 
Drawmgon . 

:1 t theorize the contemporary transforma tions 
111 o rL er 0 b · f ·1· db th 

. 1 ce and subj·ectiv ity emg ao 1ta te Y e 
n race V JO en f 

1 ' ' tl·ne the main argument that emerges rom 
War I than ou 1 d · h b · f 

' ' . 1 . the final section. I conclu e w1t a ne 

mv reseai Cl m f the politica l ramifica tions of the 

diSCLISSIOll of Sul11e 0 
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present reconfiguration of both race and religion. 

The argument being advanced here is that the War on 

Terror is facilitating a fusing of racia l difference wi th that 

of relig ious identity (tha t is, black/ brown with Is lam) 

within the Western tradition such that the 'difference' of 

Muslims is now treated as a quintessentia l form of racia l 

difference. Processes and relations of racializa tion are 

thus bei~g .r~~onstituted, as are forms of subjectivity and 

the possibilities for community a lliances across racial 

di':'id~s. This realign.ment serves US national sec~rity 

objeCtives abroad while dividing communities of colour 

at home. · 

Moreover, I argue that it is the massive deployment of 

~error ~y the US-led Western alliance that has produced 

Islam as . a. s_mg~tlar enemy of Western (equated wi th 

human) ClV I~tzatwn, and the believing Muslim as the 

b.ear.e~ of thts dea~ly threat. Constituting Is lam as a 

Sll?~Ift~r o~ cultural mcommensurability has enabled the 

m1htanzatwn and securitization of the global nation-state 

system, as well as the privatization of many functions of 

the ~ tate (the usc ?~ mercenaries, outsourcing support 

se.rviCes for the mthtar.y .. subcontracting security, etc). 

Vwlence thus remams the critical d 1· t f 
. 1. . d. . . mo a I y o 

matena tzmg an mstttuttohalizing the rel· · · 11 · 
. . IgJO-raoa ogtc 

of p~wer of colomality and imperialism; that is, to the 

makmg of race and post-modern co f. t . f 
. . . . n Igura tons o 

Western sovereignty and subjectivity. 

Racializing Muslims 

With the launch of the War on Terror th 1 b a 
. . , ere 1as een 

maJOr remakmg of the meaning of the category 'Muslim'. 

I~ the US, Canada, Europ~, this category does not function 

s tmply to denote a relrg10us identity b t h to 
. 1 d.ff , u as come 

encode rac1a 1 erence The most co ·d f 
. . . · mmon evt ence o 

thts sh1ft IS the use of exp licit racial cat · · b tl e 
. . egonza t10n y 1 

state mtts trea tment of Muslims Secu ·t t. 
. . . · n y measures, an I-

terror laws, 1mm1grat10n policy a d d t. 
. . . n eporta 1011, 

mtelltgence gathen ng, policing are all now being 

conducted throughwhatisreferredto ' · 1 f·t· ' 
. . . h as raCJa pro 1 mg . 

That IS, 1t IS t ose who 'look lt.ke M 1· ' h the 
us 1ms t a t are 

target of such measures. That the use f h f· t·ng 

h . . d .d . o sue pro 1 1 
as receive WI . espread public support and juridical 

sanctiOn reveals .how deeply entrenched the racial logic 

of p?wer remams w ithin Western pos t / modernity . 

Prev.1?usly, Black men were the primary target of racial 

profthng by the s tate and nation part1·c 1 ·1 · tl US 
. • . ' < u ar y tn 1e , 

subje~t to pollee brutalr ty as well as vigilante violence. 

Mushms have now been added to their ranks . 

Other examples of the racializa tion of Muslims can be 

found in the s tate .and public attacks on them following 

the 9/11 c1ttacks . S1khs, Hindus, Indigenous people w ere 
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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 d ifference w ith that of race. 

In the particular case of Canada, Canadian citizens \•vho 

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 nov,, 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 mis taken him for a 'te rrorist'. 

Described in the media as looking like a 'Paki' (that is, a 

Pakistani), his killing elicited little public outrage. In the 

US, the shooting of Sikh \vorshippers a t a gurdwara in 

Oak Creek was likewise ju.o tified by the alibi pervasive 

in the mainstream media that the killer had mis taken the 

Sikhs for Muslims. A former Defence Minister from India 

" who likes to wear a kurta" w as strip-search ed in 

Washing ton by US immigration offici a ls. ' As these 

various examples from across North America and Europe 

a ttes t, the categ ory 'Mus lim ' quic kly moved fro m 

referring to actual Muslims to all those vvho ' look like 

Muslims', that is all those who were Bl<1ck and Brovm. 

In o ther examples of such r<~cia l iza ti on of l\llus lims at 

the international level, US and Canadian soldiers are 

reported to routinely refer to Afghanis tan and Trag as 

'Injun country' . In the westwa rd expansion of the ea rly 

European settlers in North America, ' injuns' was the 

colloquial reference to Na tive Ame ricans, 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 fo ught aga ins t the US genocide of 

his people. 
The ideological core of the War on Terror refl ects its 

racial /colo nial hi s to ri cal a nteced en ts in an other 

important manner. As mentioned abo ve, Is lam and 

Mus lims have been d e fin ed as civili za ti ona ll y and 

culturally backward- incommensurable w ith modernity 

and prog ress. This cas ting o f Muslims as fanati cs, 

perverse, barbarian and misogynis t reprod uced the older 

racial-colonial tropes of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. During those centuries, colonization proceeded 

on the ideologica l claim that na ti ve popul<ttions were 

backwa rd spec ies and p resented a threa t to human 

civiliza tion and its adva ncement to freedom. Much as in 

the past when Ind igenous peop les we re consti tu ted a~ 

savages who had to be des troyed in the in teres ts o l 
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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 g lobal 

security and human progress. The War on Terror has thus 

reinvigorated a fl ailing racialized form of id eo logy 1 

discourse/ practice that was somewhat discredited in the 

post-Second World War period . 

The fusing of the notion of Muslim relig io-cultura l 

inferiority with the discourse of racial d ifference, an d the 

equation of this 'difference' with the 'threat' of Islam, has 

legitimated the US sta te's extermination of large numbers 

of Muslims while substantiating the larger imperialist 

discourse in what is officially defined as a 'post-racial' 

Western order.8 In such an envi ronment, to neglect the 

question of religion in stud ies of race is to persis t in a 

now outdated approach, which, I argue, is inad equate to 

the task of tracking how processes of racializa tion are 

being reformulated in the ea rly twenty-firs t century. 

Moreover, ignoring the question of Islam at a moment 

when this h as become the source of inspirat ion for 

revolutionary s truggles agai nst Western imperialism 

contributes to the isola tion and marginal iza tion of s uch 

tran s formati ve ar ti cu la tions of Islam a n d Musl im 

identity. 

Critical Race Theory and The Question of Muslims 

Critical race scholars writing on the treatment of Muslin1s 

in the War on terror have largely focus on the erosion of 

rights, torture and racial p rofiling of Muslims, drawing 

much need ed a ttent ion to how Muslims a rc bcin u 
0 

racialized by way of such practices .u Yet the tendency in 

this schola rship is to <~ssume that p re-existing processe~ 

and categories of racializa tion a re now being extended 

to explicitly target Musli m communities. With rega rd to 

torture of the detai nees held in custod y at Abu Ghraib, 

Guntanamo Bay and other sites, these scho la rs define 

their trea tment as a form of excess violence, dep loyed 

either as exception, in conditions of social upheaval or in 

resp onse to resistance to the racial order. So~e scholars 

have a lso s tud ied the erosion of the ci tizen sh ip of 

Mus lims by new immigr<t lion <~nd anti-terror laws, 

includ ing indefinite detention, security certificates and 

secret tri <1ls. The ma in trend in this sch olarship has been 

to make the case that Musl i m~ <He being evicted from tlw 

libera l-de mocrat ic order of ri g hts ,1 nd entitlements. 

Rarely docs one fi nd dn <1n,1 lvsis that takes in to account 

the ra nge of the forms of\ iol.l'I1CL' that arc to be inund at 

the hea rt of this W01r w ithi n ih <' lub<tl contex t and situ<1tcd .... 
w ithin the his tor i c,l l L·on ll''\l u f the rl' I a t i l m of s lll h 

vio le nce to thl' m,lkin<' nl the <r lol>nl cuiLmi,ll-modL'rn 
~ h 

nrdcr. 
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The several different traditions w ithin critical race 
studies have, of course, theorized the concept of race in 
d ifferent ways; all, however, accept the cen trality of what 
Fanon called the corporeal schema in racial classification 
and in the organiza tion of p rocesses of racialization. Some 
also seek to unearth how racial designation goes well 
beyond this corporeality to includ e, for example, culture, 
lano-uage and performativity as markers of ' race'. Fanon, 
wh~se work is considered foundational to critical race 
studies linked processes of racialization to slavery and 
colonialism as he challenged the notion tha t these 
phenomenon were unrelated to modernity. The colo~ial 

order was a racialized order, he argued, demonstratmg 
the numerous ways in which it violated the humanity of 
colonized peoples. Within this order, the white man was 
inextricably tied to h is Other, the black man, who w~s 

constitu ted as his opposite. The white man constructs his 
own humanity in relation to the dehumanization that is 
imposed on the black / colonized m an . 10 Race . is thus 
fashioned and policed by the violence of occupation, and 
it is only through a revolutionary violence that se~ks 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.11 

Colonial violence is thus the terrain within which the 
body itself is produced as racial a.nd sexual, a.rgued 
Fanon. During the French occupation of Algen a, the 
colonial political order ascribed wor~hles~ness to the l ~ fe 
of the native, male and female. Race, m thts fullness of 1ts 
epistemic, politico-psychic, corporea 1 and socio-econ_omic 
structuration became inseparable from the modern1ty of 
the West, its forms of terror becoming 'epidermalized', 
that is, inscribed onto the b()dy to produce its materi ality 
as a racial/ sexual object. 12 Fan on calls this p rocess the 
'thingification' of the colonized bod y. 

Fanon's insights have been taken up very unevenly 
within the field of critical race theory. With the en~ of 
World War II, there was a major shift in theoretica l 
approaches to race as the biologica l determinism of the 

· 1 sciences was discredited by the use mad e of these 
raCla • . . n M . 

· ces particularly eugemcs, by Naz1sm. · 01eover, 
sc1en , . h f h 
h t ·uggles of nationalist movements m muc o t e 

t e s I d . . I 
· d world during this period resu lte m nat10na 

colonize . h ' h 
d Ce for many third world countn es, w IC 

:lepen t?n . . h. 
tnL er delegitimized the globa l rac t_a l ht ~ ra rc t.es 
turlh :l b the Euro-American powers m their coloma! 
tnstttuleL Y hanged geopoli tica l cond itions insti tuted 

res These c . . 1 J , 1 l' d 
e mpt c • f c1·-t1·zation that htghltg 1teu cu tura an 

t ·m o ra d . 

,1 new 01 .t. ~ce between populatiOns rather than 
1 iif eret. . 

n ,l i J<lll •1 L . -cording to hierarchies of rac 1a l 
1 hem c1l ... · 

,, r ad 1 ng . ,.. racism' of the 1950-6Cs resulted 111 
-, , r hl' nt V' , • 1 

.., 11 p c rt l )r,l\ . , -j thc 'cu ltura lr zJtlon of race,so lhat 
. I .... [11'1" lcr ,nll 

\\ h d l l,l. 
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the discourse of cultural d ifference now encoded racia l 
meanings and categoriza tions. J.l 

As a fi eld of engaged scholarship, Critical Race Theory 
(CRT) emerged fo rma lly as a critique of the law in the 
early 1990s, taking off from critical legal studies, which 
had la rge ly neglec ted the ques tio n o f race. C RT 
highlighted the rela tion between race and the law vvi th a 
view to challenge law's involvement in leo-isla tino- the 
p rocesses of rac ia lizatio n tha t up hold the ri o- h~s o f 
powerful groups w ithin a racialized social ord;r. CRT 
scholars and ? ther critical theorists within the larger fi eld 
of race studtes subscribed to a social constructionist 
position, that is, they define race as socially constructed 
and not a reflection of ' innate' biological characteris tics. 
~ithin soc ial ~cience discipl ines, in sociology for 

example, the d ommant approach has been to define race 
as organized through processes of inclusion and exclusion 
w ithin social s t ructure~ and institutions (i.e. citizenship, 
law, economy, ed ucatton, etc.).15 Exclusion from these 
in~ tit~t!ons he lps p roduce the inequa lity of racia l 
mmont1es, and soc iologists have taken up ques tions 
abou t the .re l.a ti on . o f _ r a ~ e to na tiona l be long in g, 
superexpl01tatton, d1scn mmation, e tc .. Anothe r trend, 
more rece nt, has been to re-examine the Wes te rn 
ph i.losoph ical tradition .and its impact on constituting 
ractal d1fference. So, for example m· his ex 11 t . ' ce en survey 
of the contemporary fteld of Critical Race Studies Barnor-
Hesse identifies how modernity's hegemo · ' ' ts 

h , . 1. , . me concep 
sue as ratlona rty, 'hberalism', 'capitalism' 'secularism' 
and 'rule of law' are ~ll racially coded. Th,ese concep ts 
are central to the SOClal and political thought of Kant, 
Hegel, Marx, Weber, Foucault and Habermas, ye t all 
neglected the role of r.ace within modernity, and the place 
of th~se. concep ts 1.n prod ucing Wes tern form s of 
supenonty and dommation. 

Ba.rnor-H~s~e summa rizes two major trend s th at 
dommate cnttcal race/ mod ernity t d ' . . th f' · t 
dd , h s u 1es. e 11 s 

a resses t e relation of modern ph ·1 h d tl e 
d . .r , 1 osop y an 1 

1scourse O; race and the second fo "! · t · 1 . cuses on us on ca 
modermty and the structute of rncism". I6 While the former 
un~arths t he racia l log ic t hat per mea ted w es te rn 
philosophy and sha ped moder 1~ 1· ty ' · t' f' d . . - • s sc ren 1 rc an 
humanrs t dtscourse~, the latter engages the his torical 
~ev~lo~ment of socro-economic, politica l and cu ltu ra l 
mst1tu ttons _and the systemic aspects of the modern worl d 
system. T Situ<Ile my analysis of the reconstitu tion of 
proccs~es of racializa tion withi n the War on Terror at the 
mterst1ces o.f .these dt fferent approaches, fo r my work 
advances c ~ t ttc<l l race theory by examining the relation 

?f terror: vr,olcn.cc <1~d wa r, as well as religion, to the 
productwn of 1 ace 111 the ea rly twenty-firs t century. 
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Terror and the Making of Race 

In Petfornring Race and Torture on the Early Modem Stage, 

Ayanna Thompson identifies a 'convergence' of race and 

torture in the ea rly m odern theat rical encounter of 

English audiences with 'foreigners'. These 17th cen tu ry 

plays_ r evea l a _"c~rta i n concentration of meaning 

theatncally, sem10ttcally, and his torica lly" w hich have 

contributed much to conte mpora ry constructions o f both 

race and torture, she a rgues.17 The staging o f torture in 

the theatre "provide[s] the perfect device to interroaate 

how race developed w ith contradictory s ignificatio;s in 

the early modern period: race became bo th essential and 

a construction ." 18 In other word s, th e perfor man ces 

Thompson studies reveal the illusory and constructed 

natur~ of race. Moreov_er, by p utting the tortured body 

on display, a long w 1th hat o f the torturer, these 

productions enabled their ac:d ie nces - dista nced from the 

torture - to imagine themselves above and beyond race. 

As such, these "performances of to rture have m aterialized 

and racia lized,th[e_] c?~struction o f [English] nationality" 19 

throu gh the raCiahzing epistemoloay" of viewin a the 

brutalized body as racia lized . Such ~itnessina en;bled 

d . " f I 
0 

a u 1ences to "ee r~move? fro m and superio r to a ll of 

the characters on d1sp lay.-0 It a llowed the "codification 

empowerment, an~ norma ~izat ion of the white/ rig h; 

gaze of the En g il s h aud1ence " 21 , thus a idi na t he 

con_s ti_tution of a fo~·m of 'Eng lish ' subjectivity tha~ was 

rac1ahzed even ns 1f wns s imultaneously nationa li zed. 

;he~e st~ged depi~tions of to rture e iTtpowered the 

w h1te/ I 1ght gaze to become norma lized, a n d in 

becoming normative, it became a n 'anti-racial izina' 
n 0 

gaze.--
The use of to rture in En gland betweert 1540-1640 has 

been linked to an emergence of the sense of 'inwardness', 

exp lains Thompson, for the use of tortu re was intended 

to get to the 'in teriority' of crimina l and treasonous 

subjects among the popu la tion.23 As such, torture was 

seen as effective in bringing to the surface tha t which was 

otherwise concealed. However, the s tagirw of torture in 

the theatre linked the violence to a sense of 'exterio rity', 

by making race 'vis ible', a rg ues Thompson. As depictions 

of torture became connected w ith depictions of race, " the 

v ic tims' a nd to rturers' roles were rewritte n"; the 

racia I ized bodies on s tage could not be mis taken for a 

threat inte rnal to the populahon.2
·
1 lns tec1d these fi"ures 

I U 

(Moors, American lndi <HlS, Africi1ns, etc. ) vvc re marked 

as v isibly alien to the po pulatinn so that " I t]hcse fi g ures 

a re tortured in pa rt because of the ap p.1rent, d e p ictnble, 

and stageable differences of the ir cultures, relig inns, <1 nd 
,,.,=. 

race. -
England was to emerge ilS "the fi rs t country in Furopc 

to become a nation in :he m<H krn se nse''~ ·· d mi ng the 
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sixtee~th century_, a nd the impact of theatre in this process 

of nahan-formatiOn cannot be underestimated. Many of 

the early modern plays Thompson studies were set in 

the '~ear East' and North Africa (Persia, Morocco and 

Algena), areas u nder Muslim rule at the time. These plays 

commonly featured Mus lims- Moors and Africans _ as 

the r~cia lized bodies foreign to the English nation-in- the

makmg. 
Tho mpson likens the early theatrica l performances of 

torture to the Abu Ghraib photographs by highlighting 

the st_aged nature of these contemporary performances 

of ra~wl powe~·· Th~ to.rture at Abu Ghraib racialized Iraq i 

bodies as arumahshc a nd sexually d evian t, araues 

Thompson, b u t this s taging of torture also (unwitt;gly) 

reveals the cons tructed nature of such racial inscription. 

Th e careful arrangement of bodies in the to rtu re 

photographs and the prese nce of the prison guards w ithin 

the frame draw attention to the power of the w hite bodies 

tha t s taged the scenes, in contras t to the stark 

powerlessness of the tortu red body thus held in captivity . 

Thompson's insightful reading of the photographs draws 

attention to the role of violen ce in producing w h at she 

calls the normative 'white/ right' gaze that comes to fancy 

itself above and beyond race. 
But there is more to be sa id of thjs relation of torture 

to race, for torture not only 'converged' with, o r signalled, 

race in the a1mals of colonial historiography. Indeed, the 

s p ec~aet_Il ization of torture has produced r ace b y 

conshtu tmg the Black/ Brown body as that which can be 

violated as a matter of necessity, that is, as a 111ntter of 
ethical principle. If the fascination (incl uding pleasure and i 

o r horror; attraction a nd /or re vu lsion) of viewing the 

tortured body - primari ly Mus lim and North African -

o n the ea rly modern s tage ca n be defined as a ' rac ia lizino 

~p i s_tem~l ogy', g i;ing s ubs tance a nd m ate ria lity to~ 
wh1te/nght gaze that produced a col lective form of 

national subjectivity, wha t impact might such a visual 

regime of vio lence h<tve on the body cons tructed as th e 

dese rving recipient of the vio lence? How miaht such 

depictions have sha ped the consciousness of th~se w ith 

the ill fortu ne of 'being' (th <:tl is, ' looking') like the Brm·vn/ 

Black body whose ' truth ' h<ts to be e>.. tra cled throLwh 
" 

torture? For the making of r<Ke in the l <~r1guage of to rture 

w~s not o nl y a phenomenon to be viewed on the s tage, 

th1s la1:g u<:tge al so functioned il:> key to the practices of 

genoetde, s lave ry ,1 nd colo ni z<:ttion th.11 we re t,l 

llHl tcri<tli ze the cn rll'l'pi o f r ,lCL' in th e cxp<tnsinn L)t 

Western power ,1 5 <1 glob<1li/in)!, Ioree. 

ln Sec/I t'S of Sul!jt.Yiion, S,li di~',1 Hortman d iscus:,cs tlw 

im pilct L)f tlw JWrform,llKL''- l'lllbll'm,1lic Lll wh ilt' r,ll"t,11 

power durit t\!. s ln\"t••·y- n,unl'h· the lntbl tt fln•'~rtll• ' thl' 
ll . , \..,n \....,, 

ilUCLion bind,, ,1 nd lhl' min'ilrl'l -;hnw- <ln the milking nl 
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Black s ubjectiv ity. Analysing the terror tha t 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"Y Hartman's compelling argument 
is that in this experience of racial terror, " ... Douglass 
establishes the centrality of v iolence to the making of the 
slave and identifies it as an origina l generative act 
equivalent t? the s tatement, "I was born".28 Terror is here 

· defined as the condition fo r the birth of Black subjectivity 
in the Americas, the subjectiv ity of the human being 
turned into racial object, into property. 

Terrified at the spectacle of the "horrible exhibition" 
w itnessed by Douglass, this primal scene convinced him 
that he, too, was marked for su ch bruta li za tion/ 9 

Describino- his condition as tha t of one "doomed to be a 
witness ~d a participant", Douglass explained how it 
was this experience that determined him to escape this 
fate and to dedica te himself to the abo lis hment of 
slavery.30 But it is significant that this is a subjectivity 
that, while understanding the language of violence that · 
shapes its existence, a lso determin:s to escap~ from s~c_h 
violence. Such "commun ally w1tnessed v io lence 1s 
repeatedly recounted in slave narratives and has become 
a " text" that is "carried in African-American flesh" , 
argues Alexander.31 

Both Hartmann and Spillers have argued that the rape 
of the female slave, tha t 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, n ormalized and d eemed 
morally acceptable.:12 JanMoh amed also concurs that 
racial terror against Black men was so p ervasive tha t it 
gave rise to a subjectivity that can be understood to be 
that of the 'death-bound subject'. The constan t threat of 
racial terror in Black men's lives m ean t that v iolence 
cou ld erupt at a ny g iven moment , s uch tha t the 
knowledge and experience of such terror, in, for_examp_le, 
the practice of lynching, meant that Black men hved w 1th 
this threat as ever present in their daily lives.D 

Linking contemporary representa tions of Black men 
in American art wi th the historica l images of tortured 
Black bodies that "traumatize" and teach Black people 
" .. . a sorry lesson of their continu al, p h ys ica l 
vu lnerab il ity .. . ", Alexander has highlighted how _s~ch 
w itnessing underscores a "bo ttom line bl ack~1ess", It IS a 
·t ·k re minder of Black peoples' own pen lous s ta tus 
~,~

1

ich constitutes them as a commu~ity. ,. The_ threat of 

I · 1 nee ser·ves to suppress the mterna l d ifferences sue 1 \'10 c . . . . 
· ex ist within the commun 1ty, for 1t 1s m the that n•ay . 

I . t ·on of the Black body that the Black commumty bruta 1,-:a 1 . • . 
. nize itself as potent1al ta rget of s uch te r rot. comes to 1 ecog 
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If Thompson describes the viewing of torture on the 
m~dieval stage as a ' raciali zing' and 'nationaliz ing' 
ep1stemology, Alexander has defined this epistemoloo-y 
as critical also in the " formation of the enslaved" ~s 
individuals and as members of a collective ly brutalized 
community.35 Like Thompson and Hartman Alexander 
points out that wi tne.ssing such violence con;olidates the 
social bonds among w h_ite spectators as a community, 
?ne_that come~ together m the knowledge of its power to 
mfhct s_uch :wlence w ith legal a·nd moral impunity. 
Gathenng m la rge numbers in the fes tiva l-li ke 
environments ~hey created for the lynching of Black men, 
wo~en_and ch1ldr~~' w hite ~en and women, a long with 
the_Ir chi~dren, fam_Ihes and fnends, participated in these 
articulations of thetr shared racial power.36 These scholars 
record how schools allowed white children to attend these 
spectacles, special trains were scheduled to transport the 
c rowd~, newsp~pers a~nounced timings and locations, 
followmg up With detailed descriptions of the torture for 
those w ho may have missed attending them in pe~·son . 
Photographers captured the trophy images of th t . h . e error, 
turn mg t ese_m~o pos~ca rds tha t were printed, sold and 
consumed w 1th m w ht te communities. Politicians and 
communi_t~ leaders acquired cultural and political capital 
by organizmg and promoting these events and so on 

~ ~he staging of ra~ial _v iolence thus became ; n importan~ 
s1te of the consohdat10n of white social life. . 

In discussing _the racial terror that organized slavery 
in the US, m y mtention is n ot to d raw equivalence 
between the black slave experience and that of the Abu 
Ghraib de tainees. Ra ther, I seek to unders l~nd how the 
effe_ct~ of the k no':l ed ge/cons ump tio n of public 
depictwns of torture Impact the constitution of race and 
aid t~e .co_nsolida tion of~ kind_ of w hiteness tha t is highly 
na rCissrs tic, so tha t the w1tnessmg of the infliction of terror 
gives rise not to indignation or outrage, but to claims of 
innocence. A surprising example of th is phenomenon in 
th e War on T er ror is the feminis t claim that the 
participa tion of w hite women in the infliction of torture 
at Abu Ghraib was a be trayal of feminism and of the 
feminists who championed the advancement of women 
in a ll spheres of socio-econo mic and p olitical life 
inclu~ing in the milita ry. 37 Another peculiar cxamp l ~ 
came m the wake of the publication of the Abu Gh raib 
photogra~hs, which led membe_rs of the US Congress to 
ho ld heanngs on these revelattons of the torture. The 
hea rings were te lev ised o n CNN and o ther news 
n~tworks. Co_nfronted w ith the g raphic images of sexua l 
v to lence agams t the ma le Musl im bod ies, prominen t 
m e mbers of Con gress, reporte rs and p oli t ica l 
commen ta t~rs repea tedly cla1med tha t the very holding 
of the heanngs was proo f of the superior nature of 
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Western culture, a demonstra tio11 of the- 'op en' 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 p erp.etra ted. 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. 

Iraqi 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 aJ ,d coalition forces.~8 While the 

photographs of the torture and murder of Muslim men 

were leaked and circul ~ ted around the wo rld , 

photographs of the torhtre and rape of Iraqi women were 

consid ered too incendiary for rele<lse by the Obama 

Administra tion, well after the torture at Abu Ghraib 

became common knowledge. 

Racial terror req.tains a constant feat ure in the 

inscription of the racial text of mod ernity 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, murd er, and psychic 

dis integra tion, 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 ' Is lam' func tions to legitimize the 

institutionalization of the surveillance, incarceration and 

even murder of Muslims by s ta tes 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 tor ture at Abu Gh raib and 

Guantanamo Bay w ith the o ther fo rms of terror that are 

endemic to the War, including the invas ion of 

Afghanistan; the 'shock and aw e' bombing of Baghdad 

and other Iraqi ci ties; the deporta tion, rendi tion, rape, 

targeted assassination, co llective punishn1ent and drone 

attacks on Muslims around the world, revea ls how central 

terrorizing Muslims (both civilians and non-civilians) has 

become in this expanding Wa r. So, for example, ea rly in 

the invasion of Afghanistan, a con tainer in which close 

to fi ve hund red Taliban fighters hl'ld uccn inca rcerated 

was sp layed w ith bullets from the outs ide by iighters 

Stress Position 

from the Northern Alliance as US occupation forces stood 

by and watched. Many of those trapped inside the 

container w ho escaped the bullets suffocated to dea th . 

For another example, the bombing of Baghdad was 

carefully d es igned to maximize what was termed the 

'shock and awe' effect on the Iraqi popula tion. The 

spectacularization of such instances of terror, staged for 

maximum effec t and covered in primetime m edia 

broadcas ts, were soon followed by the collec tive 

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 holis tic and historically contextualized manner, such 

widesp read 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, r evea ls tha t su ch terror enables the 

reconfiguration of forms of Western identity - as innocent, 

vulnerable and endangered - in the con temporary 

a ttempts a t s tab ili za ti o n and defence of Western 

sovereignty as mapped out globally. 

Muslims around the world understand at a visceral 

level they are subject to the cons tant threa t 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-global ization movements. 

Yet for many among the Afghan and Iraqi men and 

women who were the victims of torture in the War on 

Terror, their identity as Muslim was as critical as the ir 

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.~9 These detainees also repeatedly underscored 

the point that the practices to which they were subjected 

were violations alien to their beliefs as Mus lims. 

'We are human too', is the refrain one hea rs again and 

aga in from d etainees, as from Pa lestin ians, Iraq is and 

Afghans who confront the violence that shapes their li ves. 

This expe rience of terror has given ri se to a 'new' form of 

Muslim subjectivity that experiences its religious identity 

as a lso exp licitly racial, w ith thi s nexus transforming 

Mus lims into transnational nbjects of I for violence. Such 

violence might erup t at any moment, and if c1tld w hen it 

does, it is C1 v iolence th,l l m <1 ny recog ni ze wil l be 
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legitimized and justified as socially necessary. 
Whereas the rise of the OPEC crises, the rise of the 

Palestinian Libera tion Orga nization and the Iranian 
revolution w ith its hostao-e crisis had earlier contributed 

0 

to the racialization of Arabs and Muslims in pa rticu lar 
kinds of ways, the threats they were seen to represent 
were localized to particular (national) con texts in the mid
twentieth cen tury. It is w ith the War on Terror tha t one 
sees the wholesale racialization of Muslims around the 
world as a unitan; threat inherently prone to vio lence and 
fanaticism, liable to attack a t any unforeseen moment at 
any location in the world. Understandin g such a cons truct 
of the Muslim requires a retheorization of race, of its 
imbrication with religio us affiliation and i ts co
constitutive relation with terror . 
. How can the 'racializing' epistemology and the 'white/ 

nght' gaze defined by Thompson, and the 'scenes' of 
subjection analyzed bv Hartman , help shed light on the 
religio-race nexus tha't I am attempting to trace in this 
paper? How do the fascina tions that have been found to 
be critical to the social and collective bonds crystallized 
among. Western subjects through th e infliction of racia l 
terror _mtersect with their p ublicly articula ted fears 
regardmg Islam as the source of terror and the believing 
Muslim as the perpetrator of such terror in th e early 
twenty-first century? 

In this making of Muslims as embodiment of global 
terro~, _and in the reconfigura tion of Islam as source of 
fa_nahCism, one discerns a rearticulation of the concept 
o_t t~e West as cohesive and unitary, cultu rally and 
Civth zationa\1 · . . · h . Y supenor, even If pohttca ll y somew at 
~n~gt sometimes. The an ti-co lonial anti-imperialis t and 
Inuto-enous ' 
1 ° movements of the twentieth century had 

s 1attered such 1 · . . . c atms by exposmo- the vto lence that 
underpmned w t 0 

.. 1 . 
1 

es ern global domination and the C JVJ 
rw 1ts and anti-. · . ' . d 0 . J acts t moYements had I! kewtse expose 
the raosm that . ·d d . res t e at the core of the Wes tern na tton-
stCite sys tem Ma f 1 · d . · ny o t1ese nation-stales had turne to 
nhlulltcu lturalism in the 1970s and 1980s in response to 
l c s uccesse f 1 ' s o h ese ant i-racis t cha ll e nges to white 
c;uprcmacy A t· . . . . · sa s rategy of governa nce, multtcu lturall sm 
s httted the focus of · · 1 . anti-raos t s tru o-o-Jes aw<1y from t 1e 
-; nhL're o t the 00 

. 
r economy, l<1w and politics to promotmg 

lultur<1 l plu ralist1l .,. d t 1 . . 
• < • cd1 . o erance, thereby lemflng mtact 

the bc1s1c structure of white s uperiority that s h<1 ped the 
f'H)St-World Wa r II global order.~11 The War on Terror, 
following the bitter cu lture wa rs of the 1990s, has se rved 
,1~ the o_ccc1sion to ? is lodge multicultura l recogn ition of 
till' r,1c1,1 l Othe r tn the aggress ive a nd militari ;~c d 
rL'.lS~t' rlton~ of Weste rn s upe ri ority now sprct~d i ng across 
till' f\'1 1 d d lc F L1s I, orl h 1\ frict~ <111d Ccn t r,l l /\si<1. 
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In this con text, the incorporation of Huntington's thesis 
of the 'clash of civilizations' as t_he ideologica l lynchpi n 
of the War on Terror can be considered a reinscription of 
the d iscourse of religious difference in the racial d ialectic, 
fur thering a racia lization of Islam and of Muslims that 
has moved well beyond the corporeal schema, althouo-h 
it h as cer ta inly incorporated it. Moreover the 
institutionalization of Islam/ism as signifier of ~error 
shattered the pre-9 / 11 anti-racist alliances among people 
of colour b~ isola ting Muslims as civiliza tionally an d 
cul turall y mcommensu rable. 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 furthe r the Islamophobic discourse of the War 
and its racializa tion of Musl ims. 

Conclusion: The Consequences of Racializing Islam 

I have d iscussed above the myriad ways in which Islam 
and Muslims have been constituted as a global threa t to 
the security of nations by the expenditure of Western 
violence. As terrorist threat and irra tiona l fana ti c, 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 d estruction that shape::; the lives of Muslim 
communities w ithin the international order. Anti-racist 
movements have remai ned largely s ilent about th is 
vio lence, as they have been abou t the participation of 
(non-Mus lim) Black and o ther people of colour in the 
Wa r. Few outside Mus lim communities have challenged 
the ls lamophobia thtlt is becoming deeply entrenched 
w ithin the state apparatus. Anothe r consequence of such 
rewriting of the re lig io-raci a l d iffe rence is the politica l 
and social isolation of Muslim communities from other 
communities of colour. Yet another consequence is that 
such isolation, w hich identifies Muslims as a threat to 
national security, has opened up the poss ibility for other 
communities of colour to claim proximity to the West by 
way of likewise d emoniz ing and shunning Muslims. The 
absolute lack of public deba te w ithin non-Muslim Black 
and other people of colour communities w ithin Wes tern 
socie ties abo ut thei r own collus ion with, and s upport for 
the invasions and occupa tions of Afgha nis tan and Trag is 
ye t ano ther worrying outconw.-11 

The Wa r on Terror hc1s Cl lso accomplished a rei tera ti on 
o f the hi s tor ic 1l r,1ci<ll -gcndcr d iscourse tha t iso lated 

l 
I 
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particular forms of w hat are called misogynist 'cultural 
crimes' that were previously attributable to 'uncivilized' 
coloni zed populations. Now, these cultural crimes are 
m ain ly attributed to Musl ims, including mos t 
p rominen tly, ' honou r-killing'. This reiteration 
conveniently forgets how the earlier constructs of' dowry
deaths', 'forced marriages', 'sati ' and suchli ke targeting 
o ther communities of colour worked in similar fashion 
to justify colonial domination. In the West, such 'cu ltu ral' 
crimes have been used repeatedly agains t 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 wh ite women.42 

Finally, among the consequences of the contemporary 
re-inscriptions of religio-ra-:ia l di fference d iscussed in this 
paper is the deepening oft 1e integration of non-Mus li m 
comm unities o f co lo ur ;nto the rep roduc ti on of 
imperialist rela tions and the secu ring of Western power 
w ith its res ta biliza ti o n of w h iteness . As these 
communities cultivate thei r 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 'civ ilized' 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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