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Is Marx for the West and Nativism 
for the Rest?
Mahdi Amel, Orientalism, and the Pitfalls 
of National Culture

J A M I L A  M .  H .  M A S C AT

In his text on “La pensée révolutionnaire de Frantz Fanon,” published in Révolution 
africaine in 1964, while pay ing trib ute to the intel lec tual and polit i cal cour age of 
the author of The Wretched of the Earth, Mahdi Amel discusses the pit falls of national 
cul tures per pet u ally torn between two dif er ent kinds of alien ations: “a past that 
freezes and a Europe that fas ci na tes.”1 Against this dou ble threat, Amel recalls 
Frantz Fanon’s warn ing to anti co lo nial rev o lu tion ar ies that they should not merely 
“join the peo ple in the past where they are no lon ger” and instead tarry in that 
“place of imbal ance” where “every thing will be questioned.”2 Here, Amel argues, is 
where the anti co lo nial cul tural strug le can and must be fought.

Relocating Amel in the spe cific con text of the cul tural and polit i cal strug le 
he was fight ing when writ ing his cri tique of Orientalism appears indeed to be the 
best way to make sense of his own inter pre ta tion of Said’s read ing of Marx. Writ
ten in 1985, when the Lebanese Civil War had already been rag ing for a decade, 
Amel’s reac tion to the por trait of Marx sketched by Said is actu ally a crude rejec
tion. Probably, Amel should be counted among those “dog matic crit ics in the Arab  
world and India” who, according to Said, “upbraided [his work] for not hav ing paid 
closer atten tion to Marx.”3 Meditating on “the dif er ence between Arab  and other 
responses to Orientalism” six teen years after its pub li ca tion, and won der ing why the 
book did not man age to have an impact in the Middle East as it had else where, Said 
deploys two main expla na tions: on the one hand, that his essay has been “cor rectly 
per ceived as Euro cen tric in its texts,” and, on the other hand, that “the bat tle for 
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cul tural sur vival is too engross ing” in the Arab  region, so that crit i cal inter ven tions 
like Orientalism are likely to be “interpreted less use fully, pro duc tively speak ing, 
and more as defen sive ges tures either for or against the ‘West.’ ”4

Both Amel and Said thus rec og nize the impor tance of the geo pol i tics of knowl
edge recep tion and the burn ing field of cul ture as a polit i cal bat tle field. Yet Amel’s 
polem i cal response to Said arises pre cisely in reac tion to the very con cep tion of 
cul ture under ly ing Orientalism. Not only does Said assume in the first instance that 
Orientalism is the dom i nant cul ture in the West from Homer to Bernard Lewis, 
but his appar ently sounder con cep tion of “mod ern Orientalism,” as many Marx
ist crit ics noticed, also col lapses into an all encompassing and homog e nous entity 
devoid of class dis tinc tions. By embrac ing such a monis tic under stand ing of cul
ture as a whole, Said seems to leave no room for the emer gence of any oppo si
tional stand point, while, according to Amel, “cul ture has never been exclu sively 
onedimen sional.”5 First, for Amel, cul ture and knowl edge are always shaped by 
class strug le. Second, Amel won ders how from Said’s per spec tive any dis tinc tion 
can ever be traced between the dom i nant cul ture and emancipatory or lib er at ing 
cul tural stances.6

Indeed, an undif er en ti ated notion of cul ture con sti tutes the frame work in 
which Said inscribes his anal y sis of Marx’s rela tion to Orientalism and the East, 
argu ing that ulti mately “no thought can escape Orientalist thought, includ ing 
Marx’s thought.”7 In Amel’s view, Said’s lack of class anal y sis leads him to con flate 
Orientalism, under stood as the prevailing “style of thought” in the West, with 
“the one thought through which all  Western schol ars must think.”8 For Amel, 
the major prob lem is that such a the sis implies that “there is no other to this pre
vailing thought,” hence no pos si ble insur gence of antag o nism, only occa sional 
excep tions.9

Amel’s objec tion to Said’s ide al is tic con cep tion of cul ture raises none the less 
a sig nifi  cant ques tion regard ing whether Marx could be listed among such rare 
excep tions, and if so, on what basis. The mere fact that Marx is a Western intel lec
tual in the nineteenth cen tury does not entail per se that his thought can not but be 
Orientalist. However, what Said’s com men tary on Marx’s 1853 arti cle on “The Brit
ish Rule in India” high lights is not a pure mat ter of prin ci ple. Rather, Said’s read
ing is an attempt to iden tify the tex tual evi dence of Marx’s Orientalist incli na tions. 
Amel’s engage ment with Said’s text con sists in undermining the very logic of his 
gen eral assump tion—that is, his assump tion of the impos si bil ity of any antag o
nism that could resist and react to the dom i nant cul ture. This logic is what he calls 
“the logic of the iden tity of oppo sites,” pre mised on the prin ci ple of iden tity that 
does not allow con tra dic tion and is there fore the expres sion of for mal ism qua bad 
dia lec tics.10 What fol lows here, instead, is an anal y sis of the con tent and the con text 
of Said’s read ing of Marx.
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Marx in India: Orientalism, Capitalism, and Colonialism
If Amel’s argu ment dem on strates that in prin ci ple there is no log i cal neces sity 
according to which, as Said seems to sug est, “Marx must be Orientalist (i.e., bour
geois) in his view of the East” and his thought must be derived from the dom i nant 
bour geois thoughtstruc ture, one could still ask if Marx, in prac tice, was actu ally an 
Orientalist in his depic tion of the Brit ish rule in India.11

Interestingly, Said only refers to the very end of Marx’s famous arti cle, and 
Amel in turn focuses only on the pas sages commented on by Said. The whole piece, 
how ever, deserves care ful read ing to answer Amel’s ques tion—“What does Marx 
actu ally say in his text?”—and to exam ine whether, as Amel points out, Said is 
merely playing with the “trans po si tion of Marx into Goethe,” read ing the two con
clud ing par a graphs of his arti cle through the prism of the final quote Marx includes 
from Goethe’s Westöstlicher Divan.12

Marx’s arti cle begins with a pecu liar char ac ter iza tion of “Hindostan” as “an 
Italy of Asi atic dimen sions, the Himalayas for the Alps, the Plains of Bengal for the 
Plains of Lombardy, the Deccan for the Apennines, and the Isle of Ceylon for the 
Island of Sicily.”13 Indeed, India is for Marx noth ing but

this strange com bi na tion of Italy and of Ireland, of a world of volup tuous ness and of a world of 
woes, [as] antic i pated in the ancient tra di tions of the reli gion of Hindostan. That reli gion is 
at once a reli gion of sen su al ist exu ber ance, and a reli gion of selftor tur ing ascet i cism; a reli gion 
of the Lingam and of the jug ger naut; the reli gion of the Monk, and of the Bayadere.14

Moreover, for Marx, “However chang ing the polit i cal aspect of India’s past must 
appear, its social con di tion has remained unal tered since its remot est antiq uity, until 
the first decen nium of the 19th cen tury.” Later in the text, he high lights that “the 
Hin doo, . . .  leav[es], like all  Oriental peo ples, to the Central Government the care 
of the great pub lic works.” After cit ing “an old offi cial report of the Brit ish House 
of Commons on Indian afairs,” Marx pro ceeds to describe what he calls India’s 
“small ste reo type forms of social organ ism, [which] have been to the greater part 
dissolved, and are disappearing, not so much through the bru tal inter fer ence 
of the Brit ish taxgath erer and the Brit ish sol dier, as to the work ing of English 
steam and English free trade.” Finally, Marx observes that “English inter fer ence 
hav ing placed the spin ner in Lan ca shire and the weaver in Bengal, or sweep
ing away both Hin doo spin ner and weaver, dissolved these small semibar bar ian, 
semiciv i lized com mu ni ties, by blow ing up their eco nom i cal basis, and thus pro
duced the greatest, and to speak the truth, the only social rev o lu tion ever heard of 
in Asia.”15

The rest of the arti cle is what is discussed in Said’s Orientalism and commented 
on by Amel. Amel’s main argu ment against Said’s alleg edly mis taken inter pre ta tion 
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of Marx focuses on the dra matic por trait that the author of Orientalism pro vi des 
of the author of Das Kapital, as an intel lec tual torn by the inner strug le between 
“heart” and “rea son.” According to Said, in the end “it is the Romantic Oriental
ist vision that wins out, as Marx’s the o ret i cal socioeco nomic views become sub
merged in this clas si cally stan dard image: England has to ful fill a dou ble mis sion 
in India: one destruc tive, the other regenerating—the anni hi la tion of the Asi atic 
soci ety and the lay ing of the mate rial foun da tions of Western soci ety in Asia.”16

According to Amel, this proves Said’s fall into the trap of his own Oriental
ism, or, to bor row from Sadik Jalal al Aʿzm, that of his “Orientalism in reverse.”17 
Indeed, Said’s the at ri cal depic tion of Marx could be interpreted through a slightly 
dif er ent under stand ing of the mean ing and aims of his pecu liar miseenscène. 
If Orientalism in its most mate ri al ist defi  ni tion is a sys tem of knowl edge that is 
coex ten sive with the expan sion of mod ern colo nial ism, then Orientalism is not 
merely about the (Western) Orientalist’s lack of sym pa thy with the “Orientals”; 
rather it is a mat ter of state ments (be they lau da tory or pejo ra tive) stem ming from 
the set of rep re sen ta tions and gen er al i ties that com pose the heg e monic Oriental
ist dis course and that could not but influ ence Marx’s thought. Only in this lim
ited sense can Said affirm that Orientalism at that time represented “a for mi da
ble library against which no one, not even Marx, [could] rebel and which no one 
[could] avoid.”18

Marx’s case as portrayed by Said attests, on the one hand, to the alleged per
va sive ness of Orientalist “sci ence,” an irre sist ible knowl edge that wins out over 
Marx’s clearly stated empa thy for the suf er ing of the col o nized. But most impor
tantly, on the other hand, Said’s account of Marx points to Marx ism’s lack of crit i
cal engage ment, even as a cri tique of impe ri al ism, with the epis te mo log i cal prem
ises of its own his tor i cism. In Said’s words, “In the meth od o log i cal assump tions 
and prac tice of world his tory—which is ideo log i cally antiimpe ri al ist—lit tle or 
no atten tion is given to those cul tural prac tices like Orientalism or eth nog ra phy 
affil i ated with impe ri al ism, which in gene a log i cal fact fathered world his tory 
itself.”19 Or, in a more explicit phras ing: “What . . .  has never taken place is an 
epis te mo log i cal cri tique at the most fun da men tal level of the con nec tion between 
the devel op ment of a his tor i cism which has expanded and devel oped enough to 
include anti thet i cal atti tudes such as ideologies of west ern impe ri al ism and cri
tiques of impe ri al ism . . .  on the one hand, and, on the other, the actual prac tice 
of impe ri al ism.”20

While Said is right to raise the issue, he is wrong in affirming that Marx ism has 
never pro duced an epis te mo log i cal reflec tion on the very notion of world his tory 
or the lim its of his tor i cism. Amel, in fact, stands pre cisely among those Marx ists 
who con trib uted to such a crit i cal task.
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Marx ism against Historicism
As in al Aʿzm’s review of Orientalism, Marx ist his tor i cist read ings of Marx argue 
that Marx’s inscrip tion of the his tory of mod ern India into a pro gres sive and 
grad ual scheme of devel op ment can not be con sid ered per se Orientalist. Rather, 
by these accounts, it should be seen as real is tic, as the thought of “a rad i cally his
tor i cist thinker.”21 Along sim i lar lines, Amel appeals to the “objec tive dia lec ti cal 
move ment” that Marx points to in his anal y sis of the dis so lu tion of Indian social 
 for ma tions by the expan sion of cap i tal ism in the hands of Brit ish colo nial ism.22 For 
Amel, Marx’s fun da men tal ques tion is “the ques tion of rev o lu tion and its neces
sity, as a pre con di tion for human ity’s lib er a tion in Asia.”23 Therefore, according to 
Amel, undermining the “solid foun da tion of Oriental des po tism” is for Marx a “his
tor i cal neces sity for his tory’s lib er a tion and the con se quent lib er a tion of human
ity,” given that “nei ther his tory, nor human kind . . .  can escape the fet ters of this 
neces sity—the very neces sity of rev o lu tion in his tory.”24 If Asian soci ety in Marx’s 
view is “the site of the objec tive pro cess of his tory in its neces sity and not from a 
moral or ‘human ist’ posi tion,” this is pre cisely because Marx mobi lizes a mate ri al ist 
con cep tion of his tory pre mised on a “dia lec ti cal mate ri al ist logic.”25

However, as noted ear lier, Said’s remarks ques tion pre cisely the implicit Ori
entalist assump tions of Marx’s his tor i cism. It is true, as Achcar sug ests, that if 
Orientalism is respon si ble for an essen tial ist con cep tion of the Oriental “cul tural 
nature,” his tor i cal mate ri al ism should be seen as the best anti dote against Orien
talist temp ta tions, since it “dis counts the very idea of a ‘cul tural nature’ in order 
to explain every cul tural form as the his tor i cal prod uct of . . .  mate rial cir cum
stances.”26 Yet Said takes aim at how his tory, as the locus of appear ance of such 
mate rial cir cum stances, is con ceived from his tor i cist per spec tives that in his view 
are at stake even in Marx’s (and Marx ist) cri tiques of colo nial ism and impe ri al ism.

What is most strik ing in Amel’s com men tary on Said is the way the author 
all  of a sud den embraces a his tor i cist stand point that seems to col lide with his 
own cri tique of his tor i cism, which con sti tutes one of the most sig nifi  cant com po
nents of his Marx ist thought and a remark able con tri bu tion to the devel op ment 
of Arab  Marx ism.27 In fact, one can read Amel’s notion of the “colo nial mode of 
pro duc tion” (CMP) as responding to the Fanonian call for “stretching Marx ism” to 
address the colo nial world.28 Amel’s con cept of the CMP forms part of an attempt 
to counter both Marx ist and nonMarx ist his tor i cist read ings of Marx, by chal
leng ing the idea that pre cap i tal ist soci e ties remain in the waiting room of cap i tal
ist his tory. From Amel’s per spec tive, colo nial for ma tions are not pre cap i tal ist as 
if located along the lines of a pro gres sive unfolding of his tory, nor are they meant 
to repeat the same course followed by Western Euro pean cap i tal ist for ma tions. 
Since the CMP must be thought in a syn chro nous rela tion with the expan sion of 
Western cap i tal ism in spite of its being artic u lated by a dif er ent logic and tem
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po ral ity—that is, since it must be seen to be in a rela tion of “struc tural cau sal
ity” with the cap i tal ist mode of pro duc tion—for Amel no bour geois rev o lu tion 
in the periph ery is needed in order to achieve the goal of the social ist rev o lu tion 
(and the colo nial bour geoi sie can not in any case bring about such a rev o lu tion ary 
pro cess). Therefore “over com ing the CMP would have to mean over com ing cap
i tal ism itself.”29 One could thus won der why Amel’s argu ment for res cu ing Marx 
from Said’s charges relies on the defense of a his tor i cist under stand ing of the 
his tory of mod ern cap i tal ism.30

Contemporary Marx ist schol ar ship has taken a quite dif er ent path, retracing 
the shift in Marx’s thought from the his tor i cist—and to that extent Euro cen tric31—
approach of his early writ ings to the nonhistoricist and nonunilinear worldscale 
frame works devel oped later. The lat ter tes tify to the prom i nence gained by non
Western social for ma tions in Marx’s anal y sis of the global repro duc tion of cap i tal
ism since the 1870s.32 Additionally, as Achcar argues, Ireland—and, in par tic u lar, 
the dis cov ery that Brit ish colo nial ism was imped ing Irish devel op ment—was for 
Marx and Engels “key to India and Algeria.”33 Engels rad i cally changed his view 
on the “civ i liz ing role” of colonialization in Algeria, and Marx his under stand ing 
of Indian soci ety. The colo nial expan sion of cap i tal ism ceases to be con sid ered as 
a vec tor of prog ress; rather, it appears as a hindrance to the devel op ment of col o
nized countries, while anti co lo nial strug les play a deci sive role in destabilizing the 
grounds of Euro pean cap i tal ism.

However, Amel’s unabashed attempt to dis solve every trace of Orientalism in 
Marx by debunking Said’s crit i cism does not allow for any acknowl edg ment of the 
fact that Marx per haps resorted to tra di tional Orientalist tropes mostly due to his 
lim ited and inac cu rate knowl edge of nonEuro pean soci e ties.

If Marx Is for the West, What Is Left for the Rest?
The ratio nales for Amel’s stren u ous defense of Marx can be bet ter under stood 
against the back ground of his stra te gic the o ret i cal inter ven tion in the Arab —and 
more spe cifi  cally in the Lebanese—polit i cal and intel lec tual debates in which he 
aimed at rad i cal iz ing the goals of the national lib er a tion strug le to counter the 
power of increas ing sec tar i an ism.

As has been noted, the bat tle over Marx ism in the Arab  world dur ing the spe
cific con junc ture of the late 1970s and 1980s “was reflected in the debate between 
the ‘national’ and the ‘social’ dimen sions of lib er a tion move ments.”34 For Marx ist 
intel lec tu als like Amel, liv ing and fight ing in the midst of a civil war that was tear
ing apart Lebanese soci ety and had plunged the coun try into a sec tar ian cri sis of 
hege mony,35 it was cru cial to oppose the idea that the Marx ian cor pus was inap
pro pri ate for comprehending and ana lyz ing the socio po lit i cal struc tures of non
Western for ma tions. The leg acy of Marx and Marx ism had to be defended against 
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the antiMarx ist ideologies mobi lized by the lib eral bour geoi sie, the nation al ists, 
and the grow ing num ber of par ti sans of the Islamic Revolution in the after math of 
1979. In this respect, Said’s ges ture of plac ing Marx within the gene al ogy of West
ern Orientalism emerged as a dan ger ous obsta cle to the pos si bil ity of the o riz ing 
Marx ism from the periph ery.36 Thus the endeavor to reclaim Marx ism as a trav el
ing the ory that could be adapted and expanded in order to account for the colo nial 
dif er ence required Arab  Marx ists to dissipate the sus pi cion that Marx ism was a 
Western inven tion inca pa ble of grasp ing the pecu liar fab ric of social rela tions out
side of Europe.37 In that sense, Said’s read ing of Marx represented a threat to the 
very legit i macy of Arab  Marx ism.

On the other hand, Said’s ruth less denun ci a tion of the dan gers of devel op ing 
Orientalist nar ra tives from the “Orient” shows to what extent, in his view, Orien
talism is not to be fought on the grounds of Oriental authen tic ity, as this would 
sim ply cre ate a sort of selfori en tal iz ing dis course or a mir ror image of the West
ern Orientalist orig i nal. In his long after word to the 1995 edi tion of Orientalism, 
Said clearly dis tances him self from “the car i ca tural per mu ta tions of a book that 
to its author and in its argu ments is explic itly antiessen tial ist” with no aim to 
define “what the true Orient or Islam really are.”38 The claim may sound con tro
ver sial in the light of the many crit i cisms addressed to Said pre cisely for his hav
ing relied on an essen tial ist, ahis tor i cal, ide al ist, or even meta phys i cal con cep tion 
of the East and the West,39 or, in al Aʿzm’s words, for his hav ing reproduced the 
“onto log i cal dis tinc tion of Europe vs. Asia, so char ac ter is tic of Orientalism” and 
paved the way for an insid i ous “Ontological Orientalism in Reverse [that] is, in the 
end, no less reac tion ary, mys ti fy ing, ahis tor i cal and antihuman than Ontological 
Orientalism proper.”40 However, actually, Said him self laments that “Orientalism 
has in fact been read and writ ten about in the Arab  world as a sys tem atic defense 
of Islam and the Arab s” or as a book against the West.41 Yet it seems as if Said’s 
avowed skep ti cism with regard to the “Orientver susOcci dent oppo si tion” that 
he con sid ers “both mis lead ing and highly unde sir able,” as well as his firm rejec
tion of “hope lessly  anti thet i cal [cul tural] iden ti ties,” could not come to the res
cue of Amel’s Marx ism and its antiessentialist efort to counter nation al ists and 
Islamic par ti sans in the spe cific con junc ture in which the Lebanese intel lec tual 
was writ ing.42 Samer  Frangie high lights a “dis junc ture between the pol i tics of 
the pro duc tion and that of the recep tion of Orientalism” in the Middle East to 
account for Amel’s harsh reac tion against Said, as if his work “con doned, with all  
the weight of the Western aca demic field, the nativ ist trend that Amel was try ing 
to resist in the Arab  world.”43

To come full cir cle, it is worth connecting Amel’s vig or ous bat tle against nativ
ism and cul tural essen tial ism to the nativ ist ten den cies of our pres ent to be found 
in many works of decolonial schol ar ship. Interestingly enough, the con tem po rary 
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decolonial recep tion of Orientalism includes Said’s work among the exam ples of 
a Eurocentered cri tique of Euro cen trism that alleg edly encompasses the entire field 
of post co lo nial stud ies. Calling for a rad i cal, decolonial epi ste mic shift, which 
is in turn pre mised on a man i festly essen tial ist epi ste mic divide between impe
rial, Western knowl edge (where the impe rial and the Western are con ceived as 
one and the same thing) and decolonial knowl edge, Walter Mignolo—one of the 
most prominent schol ars of the decolonial—argues that decoloniality only “starts 
from other sources,” namely from those out side loca tions “cre ated by the rhet o ric of 
moder nity (the Ara bic lan guage, Islamic reli gion, the Aymara lan guage, Indigenous 
con cepts of social and eco nomic orga ni za tion, and so on).”44 Mignolo also clarifies 
that “delinking,” or the shift away from Euro cen trism, “could hardly be thought 
out from a Marx ist per spec tive, because Marx ism ofers a dif er ent con tent but not 
a dif er ent logic.”45 His crit i cism clearly goes much fur ther than Said’s, as the prob
lem for Mignolo does not sim ply lie in Marx’s Euro cen trism or in his Orientalism 
but rather in Marx ism’s being a “Euro pean inven tion responding to Euro pean prob
lems” that can not be applied to nonEuro pean soci e ties, as it does not allow one 
to think out side the logic of colo nial moder nity.46 Hence “decoloniality couldn’t be 
Car te sian or Marx ian.”47 “Marx ism in the col o nies and in the nonmod ern world 
in gen eral,” Mignolo adds, “is lim ited, for it remains within the colo nial matrix of 
power that cre ates exteriorities in space and time (bar bar i ans, prim i tives, and the 
under de vel oped) . . .  [while] to think in exte ri or ity demands bor der epis te mol
ogy.”48 Therefore, Mignolo dismisses the very idea of a new global left that would 
merely amount to “fall ing back into the old house while just chang ing the car pet.”49

Such state ments seem to over look the fact that Marx ism is not only Euro pean 
and that the ori gins of a con cept, the ory, or cor pus, as Said crucially sug ests, do 
not make them unsuit able for being displaced and transformed when rethought 
from dif er ent geohistorical as well as socio cul tural loca tions: the o ries, indeed, 
orig i nate some where but do not intrin si cally and authen ti cally belong to any place; 
rather, they travel, and each time they are relocated, they pro duce new situated 
knowl edge.50

Mignolo’s over all stance cul mi na tes in the claim that delinking needs to be 
epi ste mi cally grounded in the geo pol i tics and body pol i tics of knowl edge con ceived as 
proper epistemologies of the exte ri or ity and of the bor ders.51 As he points out, geo
pol i tics and body pol i tics are fun da men tal com po nents of decolonial think ing and 
prac tice inso far as they account for the het ero ge ne ity of peo ples and their socio
his tor i cal belong ing.52 “In Munich,” Mignolo writes, “you do not see or feel colo
niality. In La Paz, Bolivia, you feel it all  the way, all  the time, in your bones.”53 Fur
thermore, the con cepts of geo pol i tics and body pol i tics sig nifi  cantly entail, among 
other things, “that there is a good chance that Mao ris would know what is good or 
bad for them bet ter than an expert from Harvard or a white anthro pol o gist from 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/critical-tim

es/article-pdf/4/3/530/1481825/530m
ascat.pdf by guest on 24 April 2024



C R IT IC A L T I M E S 4:3 |  D EC E M  B E R 2021 |  538

New Zealand.”54 Lastly, body politics leads decolonial approaches to find in the lived 
expe ri ence of colo nial sub jects—dis tin guished, for Mignolo, from “ ‘expe ri ence in 
gen eral,’ which will be based on a con cept of ‘human being’ con ceived within Euro
pean heg e monic knowl edge”—the very foun da tion of epi ste mic dis obe di ence.55

Thus, par a dox i cally, epi ste mic dis obe di ence ends up obey ing the logic of 
authen tic ity by embrac ing every thing that is local, indig e nous, and autoch tho nous 
as valu able. To the mod ern and colo nial cogito ergo sum, decolonial delinking seems 
to oppose the curi ously empir i cist credo I am, there fore I sense, there fore I know, 
which seals the abso lute pri macy of insid ers’ knowl edge pro duc tion. By relinking 
with body politics, decolonial delinking cen ters around the lived expe ri ence of 
native bod ies as epit o mized by the expe ri ence vécue (du Noir), famously mistrans
lated in the title of the fifth chap ter of Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks and reified 
into the sheer “fact (of Blackness).”56

Yet, if lived expe ri ence has been the source of sev eral polit i cal and epis te
mo log i cal breaks, espe cially in fem i nist, anti co lo nial, and anti rac ist the o ries and 
praxis, it mostly des ig na tes a starting point—a spring board that is sup posed to 
give momen tum—rather than the ulti mate des ti na tion of pol i tics. Politics and 
polit i cal engage ment cer tainly rely on expe ri ence, but they can not stop there: 
they require disidentification as well as iden ti fi ca tion; they pre sup pose belong ings 
and fil i a tions that root us some where but also affil i a tions that uproot and pro ject 
us toward some place that is not nec es sar ily “ours” and that we can nev er the less 
choose as a “cause” to which we can feel com mit ted. While expe ri ence is incom
men su ra ble by defi  ni tion, the pos si bil ity of establishing simil i tudes and anal o gies 
remains the conditio sine qua non for think ing and act ing polit i cally. Fanon, raised as 
a cham pion of lived expe ri ence—Fanon, who in fact reminds us that “every expe
ri ence, espe cially if it turns out to be ster ile, has to become a com po nent of real ity 
and thus play a part in the restructuring of real ity”57—should be con sid ered first 
and fore most as a par ti san of the polit i cal art of affil i a tion—for his cho sen strug
gles, his com mit ment to the cause of the Algerian Revolution, and his “her e tic 
Marx ism”—as much as a pro phetic pre cur sor of the lim its of colo nial bour geoi sie 
in anti co lo nial strug les.58

Similarly, Amel’s les sons from both the Lebanese and the Algerian con texts 
warn of the dan gers of sec tar i an ism and of what we could call, paraphrasing Fanon, 
the pit falls of national cul ture. Both issues still speak to the pres ent well beyond 
the bor ders of the Arab  world, and res o nate with con tem po rary decolonial con
cerns with the “dewesternization” of knowl edge and pol i tics and the search for 
“categories of thought that were not derived from Euro pean polit i cal the ory and 
econ omy.”59 From dif er ent per spec tives, Fanon, Amel, and Said res o lutely fought 
against ideologies of nativ ism and authen tic ity by prov ing them to be at odds with 
emancipatory aims and by unmasking the insid i ous threats that they posed to anti
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co lo nial strug les, the reac tion ary and war mon ger ing con se quences that resulted 
from them, and their naive and per il ous obscu ran tism. Unfortunately, though, the 
bat tle is not over yet, and it is pre cisely to that extent that we still need Marx isms 
like Amel’s—Marx isms from the periph ery—to engage in the fight.

JAMILA M. H. MASCAT is assis tant pro fes sor of gen der and post co lo nial stud ies in the 
Department of Media and Cultural Studies at Utrecht University. Her research inter ests 
focus on Hegel’s phi los o phy and con tem po rary Hege li an ism, Marx ism, fem i nist the o ries, 
and post co lo nial cri tique. She is the author of Hegel a Jena: La critica dell’astrazione (2011).  
She has coedited Femministe a parole (2012); Il bisogno di filosofia 1801–1804 (2014), by 
G. W. F. Hegel; Il demone della politica: Antologia di scritti: 1958–2015 (2017), by Mario Tronti; 
Hegel & sons: Filosofie del riconoscimento (2019); The Object of Comedy: Philosophies and 
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how one can study other cultures and peoples from a libertarian, or a nonrepressive and 
nonmanipulative, perspective. . . .  These are all tasks left embarrassingly incomplete in 
this study” (Orientalism, 24).

7. Amel, “Is the Heart,” 483.
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9. Said, Orientalism, 153; Amel, “Is the Heart,” 483. It should be remembered that Said, 

precisely because of his idealist conception of the intellectual function, portrays the 
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the Intellectual; Said, World.
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26. Achcar, Marxism, Orientalism, Cosmopolitanism, 80–81.
27. In 1968, Amel published in alTariq, the journal of the Lebanese Communist Party, a text 

called “Colonialism and Underdevelopment,” where he argues for “a Marxist understanding 
of Marx” against any historicist drift. He writes in a Fanonian vein: “Marx, in other words, 
examines colonialism from the perspective of capitalism. We, on the other hand, must 
treat the problem from an entirely diferent perspective, namely that of colonialism, 
not capitalism. Our theoretical progression in this problem is thus the inverse of Marx’s 
theoretical progression” (Arab Marxism, 21). See also Hamdan and Khalil, “Mahdi Amel.”

28. Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 30.
29. Bou Ali, “Mahdi Amel’s Colonial Mode,” 262.
30. This is even more striking if, as Bou Ali highlights, “Amel’s analysis ultimately leads him to 

reject the principles of Marx’s critique of political economy” precisely because
Amel reads Marx’s argument about capitalist subsumption as teleological: “The colonial 
mode of production in Marx’s view is a precapitalist mode that must necessarily become 
capitalist” in its integration into the global economy. Arguing that Marx read the colonial 
relation from the position of imperialism, Amel wants to show that it is only by overcoming 
colonization that overcoming capitalism would be possible and that indeed the colonial 
mode could not become identical to the capitalist one. (“Mahdi Amel’s Colonial Mode,” 267)

31. Achcar speaks in Marx’s case of epistemic Eurocentrism as opposed to a supremacist 
Eurocentrism imbued with imperialist ethnocentrism (Marxism, Orientalism, 
Cosmopolitanism, 57).

32. Anderson, Marx at the Margins; Lindner, “Marx’s Eurocentrism”; Lindner, Le dernier Marx; 
Achcar, Marxism, Orientalism, Cosmopolitanism.

33. Achcar, Marxism, Orientalism, Cosmopolitanism, 49.
34. Frangie, “Theorizing from the Periphery,” 472.
35. Safieddine, “Mahdi Amel.”
36. Samer Frangie remarks that “Said’s move was dangerous on three levels: as a critique of 

Marxism as Orientalism, as a critique of the role of knowledge and its relation to power, 
and as a potential buttress for culturalist claims against ‘Western theories.’ ” Frangie, 
“Theorizing from the Periphery,” 476.

37. Said, “Traveling Theory.”
38. Said, Orientalism, 331.
39. Achcar, Marxism, Orientalism, Cosmopolitanism; Ahmad, “Orientalism and After”; Amel, “Is 

the Heart”; Amin, Eurocentrism; Coronil, “Beyond Occidentalism.”
40. al Aʿzm, “Orientalism in Reverse,” 237. Said is at the peak of his idealism when he makes 

the following statement: “What we must reckon with is a long and slow process of 
appropriation by which Europe, or the European awareness of the Orient, transformed 
itself from being textual and contemplative into being administrative, economic, and even 
military” (Orientalism, 210).

41. Said, Orientalism, 331. Said recalls “in all my works I remained fundamentally critical 
of a gloating and uncritical nationalism. . . .  I regret to say that the Arabic reception of 
Orientalism . . .  still managed to ignore that aspect of my book which diminished the 
nationalist fervor that some inferred from my critique of Orientalism” (338–39).
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46. Mignolo, “Epistemic Disobedience,” 172.
47. Mignolo, “Geopolitics of Sensing,” 132.
48. Mignolo, “Geopolitics,” 142.
49. Mignolo, “Delinking,” 500.
50. Said, “Traveling Theory”; Said, World.
51. Mignolo, “Epistemic Disobedience,” 160.
52. Mignolo, “Epistemic Disobedience,” 174.
53. Mignolo, “Delinking,” 495.
54. Mignolo, “Epistemic Disobedience,” 173.
55. Mignolo, “Epistemic Disobedience,” 175.
56. Fanon, Black Skin, 82.
57. Fanon, Black Skin, 34.
58. Mascat, “Talking about a Revolution.”
59. Mignolo, “Geopolitics,” 136.

Works Cited
Achcar, Gilbert. Marx ism, Orientalism, Cosmopolitanism. New York: Haymarket, 2013.
Ahmad, Ajaz. “Orientalism and After: Ambivalence and Cosmopolitan Location in the Work of 

Edward Said.” Economic and Political Weekly 27, no. 30 (1992): 98–116.
al Aʿzm, Sadik Jalal. “Orientalism and Orientalism in Reverse.” In Orientalism: A Reader, edited by 

Alexander L. Macfie, 217–38. New York: New York University Press, 2000.
Amel, Mahdi. “Is the Heart for the East and Reason for the West? On Marx in Edward Said’s Ori

entalism,” trans lated by Ziad Kiblawi. Critical Times 4, no. 3 (2021): 481–500.
Amel, Mahdi. Arab  Marx ism and National Liberation: Selected Writings of Mahdi Amel. Edited by 

Hicham Safieddine. Translated by Angela Giordani. Leiden: Brill, 2020.
Amel, Mahdi. “La pensée révolutionnaire de Frantz Fanon.” Contretemps, July 20, 2020. www 

 .contretemps  .eu  /pensee  revolutionnaire  fanon  mahdi  amel  /.
Amin, Samir. Euro cen trism. New York: Monthly Review Press, 2009.
Anderson, Kevin. Marx at the Margins: On Nationalism, Ethnicity, and NonWestern Societies. Chi

cago: University of Chicago Press, 2010.
Bou Ali, Nadia. “Mahdi Amel’s Colonial Mode of Production and Politics.” Critical Historical Stud

ies 7, no. 2 (2020): 241–69.
Coronil, Fernando. “Beyond Occi den tal ism: Toward Nonimperial Geohistorical Categories.” Cul

tural Anthropology 11, no. 1 (1996): 51–87.
Fanon, Frantz. Black Skin, White Masks. London: Pluto, 1986.
Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. New York: Grove, 1963.
Frangie, Samer. “Theorizing from the Periphery: The Intellectual Project of Mahdi Amel.” Inter

national Journal of Middle East Studies 44, no. 3 (2012): 465–82.
Hamdan, Redha, and Aya Khalil. “Mahdi Amel: Dans les pas d’un marxiste arabe.” Contretemps, 

May 13, 2020. www  .contretemps  .eu  /mahdi  amel  marxisme  arabe  entretien  /.
Lindner, Kolja, ed. Le dernier Marx. Toulouse: Éditions de l’Asymetrie, 2019.
Lindner, Kolja. “Marx’s Euro cen trism: Postcolonial Studies and Marx Scholarship.” Radical Phi

losophy, no. 161 (2010): 27–41.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/critical-tim

es/article-pdf/4/3/530/1481825/530m
ascat.pdf by guest on 24 April 2024

http://www.contretemps.eu/pensee-revolutionnaire-fanon-mahdi-amel/
http://www.contretemps.eu/pensee-revolutionnaire-fanon-mahdi-amel/
http://www.contretemps.eu/mahdi-amel-marxisme-arabe-entretien/


C R IT IC A L T I M E S 4:3 |  D EC E M  B E R 2021 |  542

Marx, Karl. Dispatches for the “New York Tribune.” London: Penguin, 2007.
Mascat, Jamila. “Talking about a Revolution: C. L. R. James and Frantz Fanon.” In Postcolonial 

Intellectuals in Europe, edited by Sandra Ponzanesi and Adriano José Habed, 20–39. Lanham, 
MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2018.

Mignolo, Walter. “Delinking: The Rhetoric of Modernity, the Logic of Coloniality, and the Gram
mar of Decoloniality.” Cultural Studies 21, no. 2–3 (2007): 449–514.

Mignolo, Walter. “Epistemic Disobedience, Independent Thought, and Decolonial Freedom.” 
Theory, Culture, and Society 26, no. 7–8 (2009): 159–81.

Mignolo, Walter. “Geopolitics of Sensing and Knowing: On (De)Coloniality, Border Thinking, 
and Epistemic Disobedience.” Confero 1, no. 1 (2013): 129–50.

Safieddine, Hicham. “Mahdi Amel: On Colonialism, Sectarianism, and Hegemony.” Middle East 
Critique 30, no. 1 (2021): 41–56.

Said, Edward. Orientalism. London: Penguin, 2003.
Said, Edward. “Orientalism Reconsidered.” Cultural Critique, no. 1 (1985): 89–107.
Said, Edward. Representations of the Intellectual. New York: Vintage, 1996.
Said, Edward. “Traveling Theory.” Raritan 1, no. 3 (1982): 41–67.
Said, Edward. The World, the Text, and the Critic. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/critical-tim

es/article-pdf/4/3/530/1481825/530m
ascat.pdf by guest on 24 April 2024


