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The Antipode Book Series explores radical geography ‘antipodally, in
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Antipode books provide insight ‘from elsewhere’, across boundaries
rarely transgressed, with internationalist ambition and located insight;
they diagnose grounded critique emerging from particular contradictory
social relations in order to sharpen the stakes and broaden public aware-
ness. An Antipode book might revise scholarly debates by pushing at
disciplinary boundaries, or by showing what happens to a problem as it
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struggle in particular sites, but with lessons that travel with surprising
echoes elsewhere.

Antipode books will be theoretically bold and empirically rich, writ-
ten in lively, accessible prose that does not sacrifice clarity at the altar of
sophistication. We seek books from within and beyond the discipline of
geography that deploy geographical critique in order to understand and
transform our fractured world.
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University of Minnesota, USA

Sharad Chari
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Introduction

Islamapolis: The Crisis of Islam
and the Political in Pakistan

Without doubt, Pakistan is today a deeply troubled space, a nation
perpetually caught up in tragic headlines: sectarian killings, suicide
bombings, beheadings, drone strikes, endemic corruption. A dense cite
of multiple intersecting catastrophes, Pakistan is often written off as a
zombie state, neither quite dead nor alive, and permanently “beyond
crisis.” The Metacolonial State neither contests nor apologizes for this
list of veritable indignities; rather it seeks an understanding of the nature
of this “beyond.” At its most elemental, this book seeks to understand
the virtually permanent state of exception in Pakistan in relation to the
question of ontology — the emergency and abandonment of being.

This crisis in Pakistan I argue is not the outcome of Islam’s allegedly
resurgent medievalism, or some essential disjuncture with the modern.
Nor is this solely the crisis of Pakistan’s imbrication within a “colonial
present.” Rather Pakistan’s situation is ineluctably and synchronically
bound up with the unfolding of history and the play of modern forms of
power. I argue that Pakistan is spectacularly paradigmatic of a broader
metaphysics of power and mythical violence afflicting the globe. In part
the aim here is to open up a new path of analysis under the sign of a
“critical political ontology.” I seek to demonstrate the ethical and
political relevance of “critical ontology” for rethinking the historical
and spatial complexity of violence and power, and, more broadly, for
demonstrating its vital significance for geographic, political, and his-
torical thought. Though interdisciplinary in nature, this approach is
primarily rooted in a radical rethinking of concepts otherwise central to
human geography: world, space/place, biopower, governmentality, and
sovereignty.

The Metacolonial State: Pakistan, Critical Ontology, and the Biopolitical Horizons
of Political Islam, First Edition. Najeeb A. Jan.
© 2019 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2019 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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In more concrete terms, The Metacolonial State serves as a genealogy of
the alliance between the Pakistan Army and orthodox sectarian schools
within Sunni Islam. This mullah-military complex, and its subsequent
entanglement with regional and global geopolitical forces, has intensified
the politicization of Islam worldwide (a phenomenon most commonly
associated with groups like the Taliban and al-Qaeda) and radically altered
the religio-political equation in Pakistan. As perhaps the first phenome-
nology of political Islam, the book aims in part to provide visibility to the
violent spatial architecture of the multiple, competing, and intersecting -
forms of local, national, and international sovereignties that destructively
play out across the landscape of Pakistan. The Metacolonial State serves
then as a genealogy of the specters that haunt this now almost permanent
“space of exception,” a place where the violent logics of security and ter-
rorism embrace to form a single deadly system of mutual legitimation.

Following Agamben, one of my central claims is that ontological
inquiry is essential for exposing structures of violence and power which
otherwise secretly govern modern ideologies seemingly most distant
~ from one another. Islamism, like secular liberalism, is a system of thought
and practice which remains caught up and “embedded in a wider history
of metaphysics” of which it remains unaware. Political Islam’s ontic dis-
sonance with the West thus belies a deep underbelly of ontological equiv-
alences and resonances. By exposing, for instance, the metaphysical
homology between beheadings and drone strikes, one of the troubling
but key conclusions of the book suggests a radical indistinction between
Islam and the West.

In its broadest sense The Metacolonial State seeks a critical under-
standing of power and violence at the level of language, ontology, and
practice. The work is concerned not just with “Muslim violence” but
also with the violence of the globe; exposing the signatures of power
undergirding postcolonial life, while refusing to see Pakistan as merely
the passive recipient of Western formations of power. Hence in addition
to disclosing the ontological commitments undergirding the militariza-
tion and securitization of political space in Pakistan, the analysis will
also seek to contribute to an understanding of the broader logics of the
governmentalization and economization of all spheres of life under neo-
liberal biopolitical techno-capitalism. In many ways The Metacolonial
State responds to the challenge that Foucault offered in his essay on
Kant and Enlightenment: “to write a critical ontology of ourselves.”
With inducements from Stuart Elden’s “Mapping the Present,” The
Metacolonial State deploys not only a rigorous Agambenian and
Foucauldian framework for the historical and political analysis of con
temporary Islam and Pakistan, it also locates the problem of violence
and power within the cite of a political ontology.
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Critical Ontology and the Metacolonial

The task, then, of writing Pakistan’s “history of the present” in terms of
a critical ontology, constitutes a significant departure from most works
on Pakistan and political Islam. The opening chapter, subtitled “The
Biopolitical Apparatus,” develops and spearheads a path of political and
spatial analysis that is rooted in the voluminous work of three major
social theorists and leading thinkers of the twentieth century: Martin
Heidegger, Michel Foucault, and Giorgio Agamben. The chapter develops
and clarifies the significance and meaning of “critical ontology,” a term
first used by Foucault and which, in its most succinct formulation, I
understand as a concern for thinking the relation, the polemos, between
being and power. Because reality is always already politicized, ontology
cannot be divorced from the political as such. My contention is that the
key to understanding the obscenity of political violence is through a dis-
closure of the ontological apparatus that silently undergird political and
cultural practice.

As is well known, the term “critical” resonates with both crisis and
critique. In this way the introduction sets up a preliminary comportment
towards the sense and space of the metacolonial problem undertaken in
this project. While I attempt a tentative development of critical ontology
as a cartography or topology of being-power, it must be borne in mind
that critical ontology is more sensibility than method — an incitement
towards a way of thinking. As more of an intuitive and creative endeavor,
its measure is poiésis rather than techneé. Critical ontology does not rest
on discovery — of permanent structures, origins, or facts — but on disclo-
sure. Furthermore, critical ontology resists weaponization. In this sense
it bears an affinity with the more archaic understanding of “criticism,”
which signaled forms of inquiry at the limits of knowledge — “about pre-
cisely that which can be neither posed nor grasped.”?

The task of this book then is to introduce on the one hand the nature
of critique, presupposed by a critical ontology and on the other to pro-
vide a brief history of the contemporary crisis of Pakistan in such a way
that not only avoids any hint of orientalist exceptionalism but also
reminds us, in a concrete and preliminary manner, that the problem
space of Pakistan is coincident, politically, historically, and philosophi-
cally, with “Western” spatiality and temporality. While this is already the
task assigned to postcolonial critique, the opening chapter sets the stage
for thinking this problem not at the disjuncture between universality and
particularity but paradigmatically, from singularity to singularity. This is
the opening “methodological” gambit of the term metacolonial.

More significantly, from the perspective of geographical thought, the
heart of critical ontology is derived from the rich topology of the Event
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(Ereignis) that is the hallmark of Heidegger’s latter oeuvre; hence the
question of space and place are front and center in this analysis.
Understood through Heidegger’s crossing of the ontological difference, I
define political ontology as a concern for the event of the political: a
path of thinking that seeks to register the political traces of the abandon-
ment of being. As a variant of postfoundational political theory, political
ontology engages with the possibility of a proper recognition and
encounter with the umgrounding and desubjectifying force of the
ontological question. Responding to Agamben’s somewhat lyrical onto-
political maxim - that the foundations of violence lie in the violence of
foundations — critical ontology, as a thought of and at the abyssal limits
of language and thinking, is also a hauntology: an attempt to unmask
and disclose the metaphysical ghosts that continue to haunt our current
constellation of political nihilism.

Chapter 1 lays out an interpretation of Agamben’s thought, which sub-
stantially challenges the existing ways in which most social scientists and
theorists have appropriated his work. I aim to show how the work of
Agamben (and implicitly Foucault) cannot be properly understood
without placing his innovative rethinking of power within the horizon of
ontology, thereby addressing the serious misunderstandings that have
marked the reception of Agamben’s philosophy. I do this by drawing out
the vital link between ontological thought and the various grammars of
power that social scientists have otherwise marshaled from Agamben and
Foucault (biopolitics, sovereignty, governmentality, the apparatus, the
exception, etc.). In Agamben’s corpus these otherwise widely deployed
concepts are in fact indebted to a confrontation with the latter Heidegger’s
thinking of the appropriating event (Ereignis). It is this aspect that is rou-
tinely ignored or passed over within the social sciences and that in many
ways is symptomatic of the very forgetfulness of being that the logic of
the ban inaugurates. In short, the task of Chapter 1 is to make the
ontological terrain of Agamben’s (and more challengingly Foucault’)
discourse on power more visible and explicit. I argue that such a realiza-
tion has both political and ethical consequences for the very subjectivity
of academic life and our understanding of responsibility.

The exposition of a critical ontology in the work of Heidegger,
Agamben, and Foucault sets the stage for a political and ethical cartog-
raphy that is then subsequently mapped on to the political space of
Pakistan. The remainder of the book does not, however, merely “apply”
the theoretical framework of critical ontology to the study and interpre-
tation of the problem of violence and militarism in Pakistan, but also
seeks to show something of the reverse; namely that the various forms of
religio-political and state violence — expressed in the brutal deployment
of blasphemy laws, the routine declarations of martial law, and the use
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of drones against “militants” in the FATA region — disclose an under-
lying ontological signature. This is the structure that is in play in what
Agamben identifies through the archaeological paradigm of the camp: a
permanent and intensified space of sovereign exception. The disclosure
of the political emergency in Pakistan hence alerts us to a fundamental
ontological crisis that penetrates not only the political but also the very
process of subject formation under neoliberal techno-capitalist regimes.
It is, however, to the very pain of the political, a pain that alerts us to an
ontological trauma, that our ethical sensibilities and political action
must turn. In short, it is only through our sense of the political that
ontology gains significance.

The term “metacolonial” is, in brief, a neologism intended to capture
succinctly the way in which political discourses and practices are “colo-
nized” by an underlying metaphysics of power and its accompanying
political theologies. Through the term metacolonial, intended not as a
critique but as an ontological supplement to postcolonial theory,
Islamic modernities are brought face to face with the metaphysical
ghosts haunting our global, biopolitical, capitalist present. With the
philosophical groundwork laid out in Chapter 1, the biopolitical — which
continues to resonate as a critical concept in the ongoing work of geog-
raphers and social theorists — is now redefined as “power over the sin-
gularity of life.” The threshold is thus concerned with laying out the
preliminary stakes for thinking biopolitics in an explicitly ontological
register.

To reiterate, the metacolonial, in its simplest formulation, refers to the
colonization of life by metaphysics (ontotheology): the colonization of
life by power. It is a cartography of the shadows cast by power over
being, a shadow that is paradoxically the destining of being itself. It is an
exposure and critique of power as it plays out in what Foucault called,
in opposition to demonstrative truth, the truth-event. For Heidegger the
truth-event, the play of being, was eventually to be understood (experi-
enced) primarily in terms of the event of withdrawal, “an originary era-
sure that leaves traces (beings) in its wake.”? One of Heidegger’s major
contentions was that the question of being is one before which both
humanity, in its existential capacity, and philosophy, in its tendency towards
rational systematicity and explanation, tend to flee. This is because the
question of being is ultimately a destabilizing question that dissolves
every ground and certitude. However, for Heidegger, raising the question
of being was vital, despite the pervasive and dominant attitude of the
oblivion, even among his best students (Levinas, and even perhaps
Derrida): “The very fact that we already live in an understanding of Being
and that the meaning of Being is still veiled in darkness proves that it is
necessary in principle to raise this question again.”® The metacolonial
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places the questioning of being at the heart of its critical enterprise and
takes seriously the effects of the sway of being on both history and
politics and the constitution of one’s own subjectivity. The questioning is
above all not a matter of specific propositions and answers, but a matter
of opening up a path of transformative experience; one has to be seized
if not shaken by the question.

Along this path, truth and untruth, like the difference between being
and beings, are not simply opposed but in a state of play, struggle,
and strife (polemos), a state of fundamental imbrication. This we have
already identified as the crossing of the ontological difference. Foucault’s
history of the present can be seen as a history of this original strife bet-
ween truth and untruth as it plays out in history, where history is itself
an echo of the struggle of truth and untruth, the originary polemos and
event of being (Ereignis). Ereignis can be thought as “the event of an
erasure and a withdrawing, constitutive of presence and history as such, the
unfolding of truth as that which turns away from presence within presence.”*
It is not Europe or the West then that is technological, but history itself.’
Gestell, Heidegger’s term for the essence of modern technology, is itself
“a configuration of truth ... a sending of being, [which] signals the most
extreme concealing of the essence of truth as un-concealment.”®
Gestell is essentially an onto-historical rather than Western phenomenon.
This point lies at the heart of the metacolonial’s departure from the
postcolonial. The metacolonial signifies the colonization of man, not by
Europe, but by history itself. The history of Islam is today, like the his-
tory of the West, simply coincident with the structure of exception and
the ban of being. This metaphysics, this state of exception, now invests
all structures of power, and is thus the originary source of the imperial,
metacolonial, condition. The topology of exception, and its technologi-
zation, is the presence that haunts Islamic as much as Western modernity.
Through the term metacolonial then, Islamic modernity is brought face
to face with the ghosts of metaphysics, haunting its technological, bio-
political present. In this way metaphysics is #ot simply what Derrida
called a “white mythology.”” It is the abandonment of being that is the
structural phenomenon and event that gives rise to the forgetfulness of
being, an event that coincides with the history of our present — an event
that coincides and has its roots in the essence of truth itself.

The task of the metacolonial is thus to expose and fully understand, as
preparatory to the development of ethical practices of resistance®
(askésis), the ways in which our lives are governed — managed, ordered,
and disposed — within the various disciplinary, normative, neoliberal
and biopolitical regimes of power. The task of the metacolonial is to
bring to light the ontological frames that are implicit in the course of
our everyday, global, political life. As a critical ontology, the metacolonial
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is interested not in truth, but instead a politics of truth (regimes and
powers of truth) and knowledge -powetr, so long as power is understood
in its ontological, enunciative function.

The book proceeds to chart the imbricated spaces of exception engen-
dered by the military and the ‘ulama: the spaces of war (jibad) and law
(shari‘a) as they intersect with the core logics of biopolitical security
inaugurated by the Pakistan movement. Effectively this book serves as
a strident interrogation of all three sacred cows in Pakistani society: the
religious establishment and blasphemy laws, the powerfully embedded
military and secret intelligence apparatus, and the very ideology of
Muslim nationalism expressed through the writings of its spiritus animus
Dr. Allama Muhammad Igbal and the “secular” constitutional lawyer
Mohammed Ali Jinnah. The primary charge of the book is to demon-
strate that the political cartography of Pakistan, and by extension the
political practices of the Deoband ‘ulama, have been increasingly perme-
ated by a sovereign biopolitical impetus. The resulting indistinctions
between dictatorship and democracy, between “secular” and “religious”
forces in Pakistan, disclose the nature of a historical ontology that is
exemplified by the biopoliticization of Islam. 1 argue that Pakistan is
itself revelatory of a broader ontological crisis enveloping the globe.

The work proceeds under the assumption that ontology is not simply
a series of philosophical propositions about reality that one can choose
to maintain. In Agamben’s work ontology is no longer thought in terms
of some a priori Kantian transcendental. Rather ontology always pre-
supposes an already politicized and historicized conception of reality, a
representational world picture, a savoir, of what is. A metaphysics is as
such always already at play in our everyday ways of thought, our
political practices, cultural discourse, and of course our violent produc-
tivist comportment to the world. Though ontology can easily devolve
into the mere abstractions of “first philosophy” divorced from the mate-
riality of the world, in critical ontological thought, something more
immanent, visceral, political, and essentially historical is at stake.
However, political ontology is neither the structuralist pursuit of some
essentialized and universal social/psychological substrate, nor can it be
linearly weaponized in the service of political resistance.

Rethinking the Political

One could argue that the opening philosophical excursus on critical
ontology would be best left to another work. However, my deepes
conviction is that by separating the philosophical/ontological from the
historical/political I would be inscribing within the very material form of
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writing/publishing, the same ontological difference that this work seeks
to erase. This is on the one hand in keeping with the sensibilities of
Heidegger after his turn (Kebre) from fundamental ontology towards
being-historical thinking, but also because in addition to social theorists,
my primary hope is that this book will appeal to academics and social
scientists concerned with the immediate problem of political violence.
My goal, in addition to an exposition of political ontology, is, to borrow
Josh Barkan’s phrase, to “wrench Heidegger from his Alpine seclusion”
and force him to confront the complex spatiality of our postcolonial
present, and in doing so open up the relevance for thinking the metaco-
lonial. On my reading, this strategy is already evidenced in Agamben’s
work. Ontology resides, however, not in analytic propositions but in the
very bloody sinews of tortured bodies, in the charred wreckage of suicide
bombings, in fear and trembling in the face of our ineluctable tempo-
rality, and in the very fragility of life. To reiterate the Nietzschean thesis:
“Being — we have no other way of imagining it apart from ‘living’.” It is
the wound of the political and the passions of hate that form the
substance of an experience of abandonment. We have traditionally
responded to this pain with foundational formulations (peace-Islam,
freedom-liberalism, human rights) that have not only proven ineffective
but have also quickly become indistinct from the very forms of action
they seek to banish. In this way a phenomenology of Pakistan discloses,
ontologically, and with exemplarity, the very failure of peoples that is
otherwise obscured in the hope of progress and Western humanism. The
crisis of the land of the pure (“Pak—istan™) is thus at the same time the
very crisis of the globally hegemonic Western conceptions of value and
purity. Critical ontology moves us to ponder the nature of the separation
of being and acting, the disjuncture between ethics and politics which, to
paraphrase Jean-Luc Nancy, so viscerally marks our “time of abandon-
ment.” The problem of politics, the problem of Pakistan, then is not
merely political, it is ontological, and yet we cannot glimpse this other
than through the specificity and urgency of a particular place, in this and
that event. The problem in some ways with conventional social science
critique is not that it is often disinterested and ontic but that it is merely
ontic. The metacolonial is ontological in as much as it is not merely ontic.

The Metacolonial State therefore addresses one of the crucial chal-
lenges before scholarship of the postcolonial world; writing and thinking
its very contemporaneity — the fact that it belongs to modernity and
speaks to it. An analysis of the trauma of Pakistan, and the postcolonial
more broadly, reveals the most significant things about the world of
today. Pakistan is therefore an indispensable site for reflection on the

nature of the precarious present and the terrifying futures of our global
modernity.
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The Islamapolis

If politics today seems to be going through a protracted eclipse and
appears in a subaltern position with respect to religion, economics, and
even the law, that is so because, to the extent to which i bas been losing
sight of its own ontological status, it has failed to confront the transfor-
mations that gradually have emptied out its categories and concepts.
—Agamben’

Each chapter that follows describes a facet of the Islamapolis, the
political space of each configuration or dispositif, that bears on the life
world of Pakistan. Throughout the work I deploy the syntagm
“Islamapolis,” a configuration with multiple but interrelated significa-
tions, which unfold along several interconnected registers. Islamapolis
can be seen as a short hand that encapsulates the metacolonial ethos,
and in this way the entire book’s thesis. On the one hand it loosely trans-
lates “Islam-abad”, where abad and abadi refer to settlement and
population. In this sense Islam-a-polis is simply the “city of Islam,” the
nation of an Islamic bios (population). Along another register, that of
process, Islamapolis names Islam’s discursive articulation and material
imbrication within systems of modern power: its encounter and folding
within ‘the political’ — the space of the polis. What is critical, however, is
the way in which, through this encounter, it becomes apolis — homeless,
uncanny. Islamapolis also signifies the ways in which contemporary
articulations of Islam are subsequently infected by the onto-logic of sov-
ereign power. Islamapolis thus marks the biopoliticization of Islam: the
mechanisms, technologies, and strategies by which power over life man-
ifests itself in Muslim discourses, practices, and polities. The Islamapolis
is thus an exemplary metacolonial apparatus, a space that signals the
simultaneous hollowing and hallowing of Islam. The attempt in this
work is to offer a cartography of the Islamapolis.

In his reflections on terrorism, philosopher Jean Baudrillard offered
these prescient remarks: “[If] Islam dominated the world, terrorism
would rise against Islam, for it is the very world, the globe itself, which
resists globalization.”’® Numerous events could be called to witness,
but the events of October 21,2009 are particularly revealing. At around
3:00 p.m., the usually calm and contemplative atmosphere of Islamabad’s
International Islamic University (IIUI) was shattered by a double suicide
bombing that killed six people, including three young hijab clad girls.
Dozens of other victims were severely injured in the blasts, one of whick
was detonated at the women’s cafeteria and the other outside the office
of the Chairman of the Department of Islamic Law (Shari‘a).
Baudrillard’s formulation echoes resoundingly in these bombings, an
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event that is indeed paradigmatic of the war between Islamist forces
and an Islamic state.

This “homeland” for the Muslims of British India is increasingly pro-
ducing both real and imagined states of homelessness for its beleaguered
citizens.!! This work will argue that a more rigorous conceptual and histor-
ical understanding of the structure of violence is needed if we are to begin
to make sense of what has confounded local analysts and the public alike.
The aim of this book, in its most prosaic terms, is in part to provide visi-
bility to the space of the political where the violent contests between local,
national, international, and trans-national sovereign forces are playing
themselves out. It is in many ways a preliminary history, or gene-alogy of
specters that haunt this now almost permanent “space of exception.” Even
as I write, this space of exception threatens to take on a permanent locali-
zation in Pakistan, in a way that has already consumed Afghanistan. In
Pakistan today security and terrorism have become a single deadly system
in which they legitimate and justify each other’s mode of being. In the des-
perate cycle of state terror and insurrectionary terrorism that has gripped
Pakistan, and indeed the world, we need more than ever to understand the
complexities of “power” and “violence,”'? in both their repressive, revolu-
tionary, resistant, and fetishistic forms. This self-consciously interdisci-
plinary project — part history, ethnography, geography, philosophy, always
critical - is both solicited by and responds to this crisis.

Implicit in this narrative is the problem of globalization, perhaps the
ineluctable and simultaneously enigmatic condition of our time. It goes
without saying then that the political space under examination here is
immediately global, and its contours cannot simply be folded into the
borders of something called “Pakistani” history. Globalization is not
merely about the reconfiguration of national powers — the circulation of
goods, commodities, images, and capital across territorial bound-
aries — but also about flows and configurations of power that produce
new bodies, affects, desires, associations, and understandings; in short,
globalization produces a new “sense of the world.”®* The crisis in
Pakistan is understood immediately as both a local and trans-local
phenomenon, where political space is both material and affective; it
touches on the structure of feelings of everyday life."* Especially in the
wake of 9/11, within the broader global circulation of affect, Islam, with
all of its multiple registers, is consumed at a more acute affective and
bodily level. Juan Cole’s book Engaging the Muslim World'S recognizes
“anxiety” as a central motif that defines the biopolitical interplay bet-
ween America and the Muslim World. While Cole’s book seeks to decon
struct the singular affective registers of each term, it would be fair to say
that the problems of violence and war that confront us in the age of
terror must be situated on a level that exceeds politics and history.
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The term for this excess, which I will elaborate on shortly, is biopolitical
sovereignty. Not only then as Cole argues do we have to confront gener-
alized anxieties mutually reflected in the Islam-West relationship, we
must also take into consideration more immanent planes of affect that
pervade the landscape of and between Muslim communities and states
(Iranian anxieties about Arabs, Jewish anxieties about the Arab, Indian
anxieties about Pakistan, vice versa, and so on). My concern here is thus
with a series of overlapping and immanent biopolitical and sovereign
anxieties. The intensification and multiplication of this series of overlap-
ping anxieties — especially in regions that are more concretely impacted
by the decision of imperial policies and the destructive regimes of neolib-
eral globalization — tend to aggravate and intensify the “state of
exception”’¢ and the attendant production of what Italian social and
political “theorist” Giorgio Agamben calls “bare life.” Bare life is naked
life, a life (z0€) without value, at once included and excluded from the
law. The neologism “metacolonial” that 1 deploy in this work is not
meant to displace the postcolonial, but instead seeks to capture a sense
of the nihilistic condition that pervades our time.!”

The metacolonial, then, articulates two fundamental theoretico-
political trajectories from the work of Michel Foucault (1926-1984)
and Giorgio Agamben (1942) into a single conceptual space: Foucault’s
concern with biopolitics and governmentality and Agamben’s illumi-
nating thesis on sovereign power, bare life, and the state of exception.
These two critical vectors are then gathered under the sign of the
metacolonial, the term that is at the heart of this book’s thesis. The meta-
colonial is a single term meant to capture the critical thrust of these par-
adigms, which are now already widely deployed in the social and human
sciences.'® The metacolonial is a sovereign biopolitical space where
the state of exception takes on a near-permanent localization. Part of
the innovation of this project, its conceit, is to bring these powerful dis-
closive paradigms to bear on an understanding of political Islam in
Pakistan. Political Islam is not by any means monolithic, even in Pakistan,
let alone globally, and in this study I have chosen to concentrate on the
Pakistani vectors of the Deoband school in large part because of their
intimate, though contested, link with the Taliban phenomenon. My pri-
mary task then will be to show that the political space of Pakistan, and
by extension the political practices of the Deoband ‘ulama, have taken
on an increasingly biopolitical character. At its broadest then, this work
is conceived as a genealogical history — “a history of the present” — of the
crisis of Pakistan. My primary task will be to show how this history is
itself a manifestation of the biopoliticization of Islam. From within this
biopoliticization of Islam we can talk about and make sense of ‘ulama
governmentality and the state of violence.
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Stated differently, this work is animated principally by a concern to
understand the forms of violence that have gathered around the hori-
zons of political Islam. While the Deoband ‘ulama of Pakistan remain
the primary thematic subject and focus, they are largely signposts
towards a broader attempt to disclose a cartography of the political.
That is to say, I am not principally concerned with a specific narrative
history of political Islam in Pakistan, but rather am attempting to think
this phenomenon in relation to what Foucault called the historico-
political a priori.*® One of the more rudimentary contentions that I will
make is that the phenomenon of “Islamic/Islamist” violence and terror-
ism is not a problem of politics or religion as such, but rather a problem
of the political®® The aim here is to problematize political Islam, to show
it up as an apparatus (what Foucault called a dispositif).2! These prob-
lematizations do not constitute a new postgenealogical methodology or
analytic, but instead are designed to induce a critical spirit that can at
least witness, if not perhaps respond, to the state of exception in which
we live. This study therefore revolves around one essential question:
how to think the problematic of political Islam (and specifically the
Deoband) genealogically and biopolitically. Through this term — the
“metacolonial” - Islamic modernities®? are brought face to face with the
ghosts of metaphysics haunting our global, technological, biopolitical
present. To disclose political Islam as a metacolonial phenomenon is
therefore the specific task of this work. It must also be stated upfront
that I arrived at the question of ‘ulama biopolitics only after observing,
documenting, and thinking about the ways in which Deoband political
somatics — its body politics — has increasingly been caught up with the
sovereign powers of the state. The Deoband commitment to the enforce-
ment of shari‘a, the deployment of blasphemy as a technology of sover-
eign power, the production of the Ahmadi as heretic and “bare life,” and
its valorization of violent jibad, are some of the examples that I use
to open up a space for a new problematization of political Islam and
‘ulama praxis.

The provisional aim of this metacolonial analysis of political Islam
will be to show how the space of the political — which unfolds today as
a pure topology of exception - proliferates and intensifies through the
alignment (and disaggregation) of sovereign orbits and imperial spaces.
This political space, or field of power, can be characterized as a series of
nested and overlapping sovereignties within a wider biopolitical matrix.
This space can be understood as a grid of intelligibility that provides
the conditions of possibility of political practice. Since the metacolonial
is characterized above all as a state/space of exception,? it will b
necessary to highlight the political and topological structure of the
exception and enunciate its relationship to Foucault’s genealogy of
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power and the subject.?* The metacolonial state is therefore a state of
biopolitical exception, a state in which the capture of life finds a more or
less permanent and stable spatial arrangement. ‘

It should be noted upfront that my attempt here is not to outline a
new paradigm for critical thought, but rather to attempt to think the
problem of political Islam genealogically and, by extension, biopoliti-
cally.* As specific cartographic exercise whose topology relies exten-
sively on Agamben’s innovative account of the structure of the sovereign
ban, the metacolonial is both an affect and a zone — a state/space — marked
by the intensification of sovereign and biopolitical forms of power, The
metacolonial designates this colonization of life by the will to power.2¢
It is within this complex mapping of power that the practices and possi-
bilities of the both the ‘ulama and the army (the mullah-military com-
plex) are to be situated. The metacolonial theory offered here, then,
suggests that it is the modernist transformation and politicization of the
ummab into a quasi-nationalist structure that has enabled the ‘ulama to
harness the destructive logic of sovereign power. This is the simplest
dimension of what I mean by the phrase the biopoliticization of the
Islamic life-world.

In the dominant forms of the Western and Islamist imaginary, some
singular and unique theology, a civilizational ethos even, is supposed to
ground the incommensurable difference between contemporary Islamic
formations and the West. Neocons, Orientalists, and Islamists alike
assume that the “traditional”?’ textual sources of the Muslim life-world,
the Qur’an and Hadith, form the deep antechamber for both militant
and democratic Islamist politics. Variations of this proposition, which
pervade as virtual truisms in public discourses on political Islam, need to
be rethought significantly.?® However, even though Islamic political lan-
guage trades in the discursive coinage of tradition, the market in which
these terms have purchase is today an altogether transformed space.
That is to say, the Muslim world, its “traditional” market, has under-
gone a series of architectonic shifts, a disruption and transformation of
its classical episteme to a modern one.?”” The terms “biopolitical” and
“exception” signal this transformation of Islamic space. Another key
element of this book then will be an attempt to interrogate the conse-
quences of this epistemic shift, and I have used the term metacolonial to
signal this concern with political Islam az the level of what Foucauls
called the épistéme. Unlike the shifts from the classical to the renaissance
to the modern épistéme that Foucault has so admirably elaborated with
respect to the West, the modernist shift in large parts of the Muslim
world, and certainly South Asia, were accompanied by the colonial vio-
lence of a “distant sovereign.”® It is this colonial difference that can
account, in part, for the troubling experience of modernity in large parts
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of the Muslim world; that is to say, on pain of a considerable general-
ization, that there is no clash between something called modernity and
the West on the one hand and something called Islam on the other. Rather
the violences and incoherence of political praxis in large parts of the
Islamic world result from a disavowal, or misrecognition, of its already
modernist, biopolitical ground. As Agamben suggests, the “enigmas” of
modern violence can only be solved “on the terrain — biopolitics — on
which they were formed.”® On Agamben’s diagnosis, the inevitable
failure of biopolitics leads to the proliferation of an increasingly sover-
eign rationality. The impossible task, then, is to give an account of the
ruin of the modernist Muslim subject — homo Islamicus — and by
extension the ruination of contemporary political Islam.

As is already evident, a plethora of terms — genealogy, governmental-
ity, biopolitics, sovereignty, exception, episteme — are critical to this
endeavour. Given that these concepts are often deployed and articulated
with a wide degree of differing latitude and even at times at cross pur-
poses, a somewhat lengthy clarification of the way I understand and use
these terms is essential for the intelligibility of the project as a whole. To
be sure, this is a history as genealogy, and it will be important to begin
by clarifying the stakes of this articulation. The opening chapter is there-
fore devoted to a clarification of these terms and highlights the conceptual
and political work of disclosure they will perform. The primary labor
has been to forge a new reading of the crisis, rather than to simply
chronicle its historical unfolding.

The Deoband ‘Ulama

One primary concern of this book is with understanding the religio-
political® nature of the Pakistani Deoband movement and its relation-
ship to the military and nationalism. Within the multiplicity of Islamist
practices in Pakistan, the Deoband has emerged as one of the most highly
organized and yet remarkably polycentric institutions that claim
orthodox religious authority. I am arguing in this work that the Deoband
‘ulama practices have undergone a series of dramatic transformations
since 1947. 1 characterize these transformations primarily in terms of
Foucault’s grammars of power — governmentality, sovereignty, discipline,
and biopolitics.* The 1979 Afghan-Soviet war marks a particularly
significant threshold in this transformation: an event that led to the
intensification of the conscription of ‘ulama power within a broader s

of military and geopolitical spaces. Though this new military—mullah
complex was a significant turning point, I am arguing that crucial ele-
ments of this transformation had been underway since the inception ¢f
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the Islamic State in 1947. This transformation, as I shall discuss, has also
played itself out in the dramatic shifts within the institutional space of
‘ulama authority: the madrasa. Historically the madrasa within South
Asia has been an informal space for the dissemination of a variety of
torms of Islamic learning (‘ilm).>S By the nineteenth century, however,
especially with the emergence of the Deoband, it had become a more
formal disciplinary space for the production of “pious” bodies and
‘ulama authority. As the expanding network of Deobandi madaris (reli-
gious schools) entered or were co-opted by other political arenas, these
docile bodies have been increasingly deployed either for various state
sponsored projects of “jibad”3¢ or as militant cadres for the Deoband’s
own increasingly autonomous yet fractured and internally feuding
political movements: the Jam‘iyyat al-‘Ulama-i Islam (Society of Islamic
‘Ulama or JUI) and its various radical sectarian and jihadist offshoots
like the Sipah-i Sahaba (SSP) and the Taliban. Thus, as a “history of
the present” the book pays particular attention to the ruptures, dis-
placements, and transformations of discourses on religion, identity, and
politics; transformations that I am suggesting should be understood
principally in terms of biopoliticization.

In addition to thinking about the history and politics of this impor-
tant, and yet remarkably understudied, Islamic organization, what I am
aiming for here is the development of a more nuanced and critically
receptive framework for the analysis of political space?” in Pakistan, a
space that cannot neatly be divided between the secular and the reli-
gious. I am also convinced that a mere historical account, a histoire®® of
the ‘ulama, will fail to take account of the complex simultaneously global
and subterranean nature of the political field in which the subjectivities
and praxis of the Deoband ‘ulama are forged. For instance, there is
without doubt a strong class dimension to the problem of the Taliban
today, but it would be too simple to reduce the phenomenon of Islamist
violence to the developmentalist failures of the postcolonial elite. As any
casual observation of the sociological makeup of the vast majority of
talibs within the Deoband dini madaris network will reveal, they belong
very clearly to a subaltern class. The majority of the ‘ulama are them-
selves indeed subaltern.? The effective historical marginalization and
subalternity of the ‘ulama are undoubtedly key factors in understanding
the violent turn of the ‘ulama. There is also little doubt that ways in
which General Zia ul-Haq’s “Islamization” decade, coupled with the
imbrication of the Pakistan Army and society in the Afghan war, have
fundamentally altered the landscape of the political in Pakistan. However
what I am suggesting here is that the phenomenon of political Islan
must be seen as intimately bound up with the project of Pakistan
itself — with its very metaphysics in fact. It is not a question of attempting
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to isolate some pure Islam and show how it has been corrupted by a
series of political events. Nor is it a question of showing how modern
political forms and vocabularies (the state, the part, the nation, etc.)
have been Islamized. What I am aiming for is something different. I seek
to show how the very discursive regime of Islam is now fundamentally
political, and how it is now always a discourse of power and subjectivi-
zation, even in cases where it declares itself as concerned solely with
private, inward, or moral self-improvement. The distinction between
Islam as such and the political as such is untenable. Islam is today always
already a bios. This indistinction between the political (public) and the
spiritual (private) does not begin with the 1979 Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan, nor even with the founding of Pakistan. While these events
are thresholds of transformation, the historical shadow of biopolitics are
longer, while simultaneously being both synchronic and diachronic. I
will argue that it is in fact in the thought of ‘Allama Muhammad Igbal
(1877-1938), the spiritual founder of the South Asian Islamic State, that
the poiésis of Islam makes its paradigmatic and lethal confrontation
with the polis, with the political. Igbal’s work is an expression of this
confrontation in which the political triumphs over the ethical (polis over
éthos). Igbal does not initiate this confrontation but he gives it its most
popularly received and powerful expression. If Pakistan is birthed in
Igbal’s imagination, Islam was laid to rest in his kbayaal.®® It is in his
poetry that Islam is most poignantly, romantically, and metaphysically
linked to the absolute necessity of a modern state, albeit a state that
rejects the conventional ethno-racial and linguistic basis for national
identity.*! Pakistan’s history might hence be written as nothing but the
disastrous effect of the (impossible) territorialization of Islam* — the
transference of divine sovereignty to the state and the subsequent sacral-
ization of the collective Muslim body (ummabh).

Without a sense of this transformation, the nature of the crisis that
envelops Pakistan, if not the globe, will remain hidden as we search in
vain for a more descriptive and causal — or what Foucault called “ge-
netic” — explanation.*® The transformation consists in part of a double
and simultaneous process: the “statification” (étatisation) of Islam and
Muslim society, and the “governmentalization” of the Islamic state.*
Hence ‘ulama religio-political practices must be situated across a series
of complex historical and political horizons. We must in short recognize
how ‘ulama practice has been essentially imbricated within the histori-
cally variable relations of power and the contingencies of Pakistan’s
fractured politics, rather than as an outgrowth or mutation of some
static tradition. This approach can in part account for the ways in which
Deoband “Islamic” discourses (on nationalism, the state, authority,
gender, minorities, citizenship) have shifted over time and space.®
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It should also be mentioned at the outset that not all political
formations under ‘ulama tutelage can be framed within the rubric
of “extremism,” “violence,” or “radical Islamism.” Certainly a‘very
large component of the Deoband phenomenon is manifested in the
phenomenon of the Tabligh-i Jama“at, which is a self-consciously “non-
political” expression of Islam.* However, this understanding is in keep-
ing with a very narrow and limited definition of politics and the
political.#’ It is of course understandable that it is this militant and
“uncivil” dimension of the traditionalist ‘ulama that has garnered most
interest, in particular given the centrality of radical Islam in framing
neoliberal and neoconservative concerns. Here also an understanding
of the radicalization of segments of the ‘ulama, their turn towards violent
forms of political activism, and their increasingly militant policing of the
boundaries of Islam must also be set within further contextual parame-
ters. The first is the imbrication of Islamist groups within the simulta-
neously repressive and enabling role of the State. Secondly, given that the
Pakistani State, in conjunction with the United States and Saudi Arabia,
has consistently attempted to infiltrate, control, and harness orthodox
Islamic institutions, due importance must be placed upon the larger
structure of empire in making possible domestic economies of violence
and power in which certain forms of “indigenous” jihadist violence are
valorized and sustained.*® These larger geo-political attempts to deploy
and manipulate “Islam” and Islamist forces for the legitimization of
martial rule and for the waging of proxy wars (Afghanistan and Kashmir)
resulted in the artificial political empowerment of groups like the
Deoband. Under the catalyst of these state interventions, the otherwise
politically marginal communities of Islamic orthodoxy, who were
traditionally focused on scholarship, piety, and quiet social reform
(daw‘a and tabligh), have nonetheless transformed themselves into
agents of jihad and brokers of increased socio-political power.** While
the comportment towards state power and, more broadly, governmen-
tality among the ‘ulama cannot solely be read as an effect of empire or
the postcolonial state, Cold War cartography certainly fostered the con-
ditions of possibility for the effective transformation of an ‘ulama
republic fantasy into a political possibility. A feature supposedly
characteristic of fundamentalist or Islamist groups,* namely the desire
for state power, can now equally be said to be true of “traditionalist”
‘ulama led Islamist groups. As such the standard typological distinctions
of Muslim politics®* — Islamist/fundamentalist, modernist, tradition-
alist — have entered a zone of indistinction.’? Qur analytic gaze must
hence take into consideration the material and discursive effects o
power of a new kind of colonial/imperial present,” exercised in the
name of a variety of global and universalist legitimating discourses



‘An urgent and extraordinary book. Weaving a philosophical analysis of |
Heidegger, Agamben and Foucault, Jan draws out the implications of their ||
thought for a radical analysis of the ontological politics of Islam and Pakistan.
Whether writing about the ‘Ulama and Deoband schools, blasphemy laws,
the military, beards, or the Bamiyan Buddhas, Jan provokes and challenges
our thinking while unearthing the ground on which Pakistan—and our world—|
are built.’ |
—Joel Wainwright, Department of Geography, Ohio State University, USA

‘In this exceptionally inventive and important book, Jan shows us that the
problems besetting political life in Pakistan are part of a more troubling crisis
in modern forms of power. Challenging accounts that cordon off “political
Islam” from “the West,” Jan discloses their fundamental indistinction and
thus, through his practice of critical ontology, reorients our understanding of
how power and violence are at work in the world.’

—Joshua Barkan, Department of Geography, University of Georgia, USA

The Metacolonial State presents a novel rethinking of the relationship between
Islam and the Political. Key to the text is an original argument regarding the
“biopoliticization of Islam” and the imperative need for understanding sovereign
power and the state of exception in resolutely ontological terms. Through
the formulation of a critical ontology of political violence, The Metacolonial
State endeavors to shed new light on the signatures of power undergirding
postcolonial life, while situating Pakistan as a paradigmatic site for reflection |
on the nature of modernity’s precarious present.

The cross-disciplinary approach of Dr. Jan’s work is certain to have broad
appeal among geographers, historians, anthropologists, postcolonial
theorists, and political scientists, among others. At the same time, his
explication of critical ontology — with its radical reading of the interlacement
of history, power and the event — promises to add a bold new dimension to
social science research on Islamism and biopolitics.

NAJEEB A. JAN is Assistant Professor of Human Geography in the
Department of Geography of the University of Colorado, Boulder, Colorado.
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