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Abstract
This is an essay about the personhood of militant violence, the phenomenological underpinnings of political
evil and the friendship between two men. It begins by recounting the author’s street-side meeting with
several Islamist militants in Tripoli, Lebanon, one of whom later described his preparations to become a
‘martyr’ in Syria. The essay takes my conversations with this man and his friends as a means of exploring the
becoming of violent militancy as a fundamentally creative and essentially joyful series of encounters that lead
to the emergence of extreme violence. To do so, I read the narrative account at the centre of the essay
through the concept of social and political ‘fracturing’, which is described as the process through which
individuals or groups are able to transcend traditional limits on knowledge, action and belief. This discussion
of social and political fracturing is then brought into conversation with the question of what constitutes
social or political evil in order to demonstrate that debates over what produces violent militant mobilization
have generally missed the crucial relevance of a set of small, intimate and embodied rituals that suffuse
evil, violence and war-fighting more generally with a fundamentally positive (yet eventually destructive)
phenomenology.
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Introduction
In Autumn 2015, I was walking through the streets of Tripoli, Lebanon.1 I stopped my walk around
noon at a street vendor’s stall and ordered a falafel sandwich. The vendor pushed together balls of
smashed and spiced chickpeas, moulding them with his aleb falafel into little balls, before dropping them into crackling oil. They came out golden and fresh. I stood on the street eating. In the
same area, a few days earlier, the old souq had been beset by battles between Islamist militants and
the Lebanese Army (as well as, in the shadows, Hezbollah). The black banner of Daesh was plastered over the walls of mosques, and the army was setting up camp in the citadel, laying out mortars in its ancient walls, preparing to shell its own city. Folds of suffering, layered across time:
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stone, gunpowder, hilltops, militaries, militants and death. As I stood on this street corner, I surveyed the scene. The walls were marked with bullet holes, but that’s quite normal. Men chatted,
and children played on the street.
After eating, I approached a group of men, who looked at me suspiciously as I addressed them
in Arabic to ask them for directions to where I was heading next. A joke loosened the mood and,
though they couldn’t help with directions, we stayed to chat a little. The three men were all young,
sporting longish beards. They were intrigued when I told them that I’d been to Syria. After a while,
they joke with me: ‘Speaks Arabic, was in Syria, are you with them?’ They laugh, but then ask what
I think about the dawleh (ISIS), Al-Qaeda and all the other names for what elsewhere are thought
of as monstrosities. Mohammed here ‘was just over fighting with them,’ one of them said, as I
shifted my feet uneasily. ‘Just kidding,’ he says. But, you know, ‘everyone here is with the dawleh:
not with them, but with them.’ I nodded along before saying I had to get moving. With the hospitality typical of Tripoli, they began a little search around among the shopkeepers nearby to discover
what this foreigner might actually be looking for. Soon enough, I am put in a taxi and skirt through
little streets and market stalls, towards Tripoli’s suburbs.
A few hours later, I was back in the city centre and walking towards Al-Noor Square, where I
knew there was a café with good argilleh (shisha). I sat down on one of the plastic chairs and, as
was my routine, started to read and smoke. After a little while, a voice from behind me said:
Ya akhi [brother], did you find the place?

The men from earlier. Not surprising, actually. I’d been to this café before. That time, I was with
friends who were visiting from abroad. We had sat down at the same table and began playing a card
game. It was winter, and freezing, so we were happy to be somewhere warm. Five or so minutes
later, a shy young Syrian waiter walked up to us before saying:
Cards are . . . mamnoa’ [forbidden] . . . Sorry!

A sign of gambling. So we smiled and put them away. Back here now, I realized that these more
‘traditional’ Muslim men, with beards and conservative dress, were at home in a café following the
Islamic prohibition on gambling and other such things. They ushered me over to their table, and I
spoke about my day. We then chatted for a while, about family, wives, girlfriends and life.
Eventually, we started to talk about Syria, and I recounted to them stories of my time over there.
This fascinated them: they had never seen Syria as it used to be; it was too costly to make the trip.
And so, despite their having lived but a few dozen kilometres away, here was I – a foreigner – telling stories about how wonderful Syria was once to them. About the restaurants, and the cafés, and
the ruins, and the souqs, and the libraries, and the gardens, and the universities, and the castles, and
the happiness that was, then, Syria. I spoke only once of the sadness, something like:
But, in the end, I started to feel sad there: people are not free, and you could see it, after a while: the
posters, the mukhabarat, the people who couldn’t speak like we are now.

The mood changed after I said this. They agreed with me, immediately, but they started to talk
with anger. And they disagreed with something:
You know, we can talk like this now because we are in Tripoli and because we are in this café and because
we know everyone here – apart from you – are you a spy? [laughter] – but, do you think we are free? In
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Figure 1. Downtown Tripoli, Northern Lebanon. (Source: Author photo, © 2015.)
Achrafieh [a wealthy neighbourhood of East Beirut], maybe. If you are the right kind of person. But we
are not free. Do we look free?

They were speaking about the neglect that the Sunni Muslim community in Tripoli has suffered for
many years now, as the Lebanese elite protect their own interests, leaving Tripoli to disintegrate into
ruins. You can see this even in the roads. In general, Lebanese roads are serviceable, but as you travel
up the main coastal road that links its main towns and cities, you notice a slow but certain collapse in
quality, until you reach, indeed, Tripoli and the road is now bumpy, potholed, and – in parts – gravel.
It’s almost as though the road itself is a gradient of how much value is attributed to each place. The
conversation continued, with me basically agreeing with them. ‘You know,’ one man said:
This is not nothing we are talking about. Me and Mohammed over there, we have both been in prison here.
We have both been tortured.

It may, or may not, seem odd that a conversation with a complete stranger can turn to the topic of
torture without it being solicited. But, well, torture has become so common in this part of the world
that it’s just a fact of life. Torture seems alien to most people. It seems extreme and ‘out of the
ordinary’ in the strongest possible sense: something that simply does not just happen. But that, of
course, is because the people who are likely to read something like this are still mostly from a
particular set of places and spaces where, indeed, they are protected from such things. But the scars
of torture have become a fact of life in Tripoli. And the details are quickly recounted:
They pick you up, out there on the main street, in front of everyone, haram [shame!], and they say you did
this or that, and they take you to the detention centre and beat you: me, they just, yes, beat me. A few
techniques but nothing special. But Mohammed . . . tell him, Mohammed!
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Figure 2. An ISIS sticker on the wall of a mosque in Tripoli, Northern Lebanon. (Source: Author photo,
© 2016.)

At this, the man to whom I was speaking gestured over to Mohammed, the youngest looking of
the men, who said nothing. Eventually, his friend continued:
They even used electricity on him. Haram. We are not free here. He was seventeen when that happened to
him. What kind of place is this? What kind of country? What kind of world are we living in?

What kind of world, indeed? After this man had told Mohammed’s story, the latter did, finally,
speak. When he did, I realized that he had in fact been relatively silent in comparison with all the
others throughout this whole conversation. But what he did say he said with such force, amplified
by his earlier silence, that it had an effect on all the others:
But, you know, we can and will fight back.

Another in the group echoed, after a pause:
Yes, we are already fighting, and we will inshallah change all this.

These little remarks raised, as you’ll suspect, my curiosity. ‘What do you mean?’ I asked. Silence
came, obviously. This was not necessarily a good question to be asking. But I tried again:
You said you were fighting ‘with them’ earlier today. . .? You said you were all with Daesh. And you all
have beards.

The last remark was a joke, of course. And it seemed to work, although not directly. Mohammed
responded:
Do you know how many people have died, here, in sham [the Levant]? Don’t answer. Maybe you know,
maybe you don’t . . . but we’ll say it again . . . One million in Algeria, one million in Iraq before the invasion,
one million in Iraq since the invasion. How many in Syria? We don’t know. But a lot. And everywhere else?
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A maths lesson in death. And then – suddenly – without any question from me, the admission. But
that’s not really the right word: ‘admission’ means something that somebody feels bad about. No,
the honesty. The honesty came next from Mohammed:
I have been fighting over in halap (Aleppo), with the dawleh [Daesh/ISIS]. I’ve just been over there for
six months. We are fighting an evil system. It’s the same system that is over here and where you are from.
And we will succeed. You see? They humiliate us, they leave us without jobs, they torture us, they try to
defeat us.

The first man who had spoken to me continued:
We have tried everything else . . . so some people like Mohammed go over there. What else is there? We
have been shouting about all our problems trying to get someone to hear us for many years now. We have
tried politics and literature and activism and everything. We even tried just not doing anything. Just trying
to live. Nobody listened, nobody heard.

With this, a silence came over the conversation, before we moved back to more banal topics. But,
over the next few months, I returned to Tripoli and gradually became friends with Mohammed. We
would go back to that café, and I would smoke argileh – with Mohammed half-heartedly telling me
that such things are ‘forbidden’ and tutting disapprovingly. We would discuss his world: old and
new. Eventually, he told me more about his trips to Syria, the battles he engaged in with government forces, and – in general – what he called his ‘fight’. It seemed he enjoyed talking about it to
someone from outside. Perhaps it was therapeutic. He discussed his fight, yes, but he also discussed his struggles meeting women. He discussed missing smoking, sometimes. And missing
drinking – all the things he had done in an earlier life, one prior to the life he was living now as a
militant mujahid. In the end, he seemed to trust me. Perhaps he was wrong to do so. As always, ‘to
be a friend is to stand in a relationship of trust . . . to be a writer is to [risk violating] that trust for
the sake of one’s story’ (Mills, 2004: 105).

Militancy, narrative and evil
This essay is about the personhood of militant violence, the phenomenological underpinnings of
political evil and the friendship between two men. It begins with the story you’ve just read and,
from there, expands outwards to explore Mohammed’s process of ‘becoming militant’ and my own
effort to make sense of that process. The essay is thus a personal one. There is theory, yes, but
theory of a speculative-associative kind, drawn from a series of more or less random encounters,
recollections and memories. How do I justify such an approach? At the root of my desire to write
about these things in this way is an intuition that if the spectres of war, violence and militancy
continue to preoccupy us as somehow being ‘mysterious and impersonal force[s]’ (Bartelson,
2018: 16), then this is mostly because we know so little about the flesh, personhood and character
of those who enact these phenomena. Typically, those who become militant are colloquially
described as monsters – ‘living being[s] of negative value’ (Canguilhem, 1962: 28) whom it’s best
to avoid considering in their full personhood. Alternatively, analytical accounts of perpetrators
most often see these figures as being ‘valuable only as a foil’ (Canguilhem, 1962: 29). Specifically:
By demonstrating how precarious is the stability to which life has accustomed us . . . the monster gives an
all the more eminent value to specific repetition, to morphological regularity, to successful structure; it
makes us realize that these are not necessary. (Canguilhem, 1962: 29)
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Analytically, the figure of the militant most commonly acts as a foil for understanding the social
structures, desirable or not, that are theorized as producing the violence, war or suffering that these
figures personify. It is thus that the majority of studies of perpetrators of (particularly especially
aberrant or shocking forms of) violence take the lives of these figures as proxies for broader societal, cultural or political trends. ‘They did it’, we are told, owing to their embedding in violent and
power-saturated structures of different kinds. While such readings almost always contain significant truth, particularly those that foreground the dullingly long historical saliency of gendered,
racial and civilizational discourses in building the conditions of possibility for violence, they also
often reduce the militant to the figure of a monstrous puppet: a non-person, a foil. In this latter
process, militants are almost always either considered simply a cog in the machine or, alternatively,
psychologically pathologized. There is very little accounting, in other words, for the joy, ennui,
moments of self-realization and, well, simple personhood underlying the violence that emerges. In
this sense, the study of violent militancy always tends to what Frantz Fanon (in Mbembe, 2012: 22)
called the ‘decerebration’ of that which it finds monstrous.
To avoid the decereberation of militancy, this essay continues through and ends with the story it
started with. The account is thus a narrative one, interspersed with speculative theoretical moments.
Following Ravecca and Dauphinee (2018: 132), my view is that this narrative approach can introduce modes of disruption that surprise our notions of what violent militancy and our relationship
to it comprise. With them:
There is no knowledge production without surprise. But, to be surprised is also to be intellectually humbled,
to lose one’s authority, to loosen one’s posture of control over meaning. Surprise, then, may be an
opportunity for change. (Ravecca and Dauphinee, 2018: 135)

Following this ethos, the narrative produced here is not an especially linear or coherent one. It
interweaves moments from my own past, long before I met Mohammed, which resonated with how
I came to understand his path, for example. It also describes militancy in relation to rituals of joy
and spiritual ecstasy, as well as tying together right-wing conspiracy theorizing and theological
justifications for violence. The essay is composed, then, through a sometimes surreal ‘abutment of
dissimilars’ (Taussig, 1992: 144) that, at the end, seem to me to fuse into a surprising if quite
uncomfortable kind of meaning. Nonetheless, in order to make a little more sense of that process,
I will also more consistently thread this narrative through the concept of fracturing, as developed
within international political sociology. ‘Fracturing’ refers to the process by which the structure of
(world) politics changes if we succeed in ‘displacing the questions that can be asked’ about our
lives in ways that redraw the limits of politics (Huysmans and Nogueira, 2016: 299). Fracturing
thus designates a set of practices that can work to ‘problematize the international’ through a kind
of ‘ontological reconstruction’ (De Vries et al., 2017: 90). Put differently, fracturing is about finding ways that allow us to ‘see’ the world differently and so to act differently, transcending oncefixed boundaries. These fracturings do not emerge solely at the level of the individual but also
through a dense ecology of relations between (seemingly) dissimilar objects, sites, events and
persons that make thinking about ‘an experimental engagement with reality’ possible (De Vries
et al., 2017: 104). The slow entangling of our lives in these ecologies always has the potential,
fracturing suggests, to provoke ‘little lines of mutation’ that transform lives (Deleuze, 1979: x). To
return to Canguilhem (1991: 141–144), such mutations ‘can be the origin of new species’ in a biological and social sense by expressing ‘other possible norms of life’. And, as I will show, the process of becoming militant can also be seen as a type of personal fracturing.
Now, this attempt to read the actions of militant members of groups like ISIS or Al-Qaeda
through the concept of fracturing may seem paradoxical. Typically, fracturing has been explored in
relation to the emancipatory possibilities that seeing the world differently might open up. By
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contrast, my discussion brings fracturing into conversation with conceptualizations of social and
political evil. Such a move makes sense, I suggest, because if fracturing is about breaking or transgressing limits on what can be known, thought or done, so also is the root meaning of the word and
concept of evil. In its first uses, the term ‘evil’ signified simply an ‘uppity’ person, given its etymological reference to something ‘up and over’. While today the term refers to a moral transgression,
the basic meaning of the term ‘evil’ points simply to an excessive phenomenon that, for the person
enacting it, can often be positive. To see this more clearly, we can turn to Whitehead’s (2011: 83)
view that
Evil, triumphant in its enjoyment, is so far good in itself; but beyond itself it is evil in its character of a
destructive agent among things greater than itself . . . Evil is positive and destructive; what is good is
positive and creative.

The concepts of ‘fracturing’ and ‘evil’ are intertwined in their focus on excessive positivity. Both
involve a transgressive form of ‘enjoyment’ or ‘positivity’. Indeed, as has been demonstrated elsewhere, evil has a distinctly carnivalesque quality about it, and its emergence is often as much about
joy as horror. Evil is ethically rejected, of course, because – bluntly and obviously – it destroys
through its positivity. While the focus of most studies of social and political fracturing has been on
the possibilities of partaking in little experiments that might manifest something ‘positive and creative’ (emancipation, freedom, revolution), I thus alternatively want to stress the ethical indeterminacy of such experiments and the possibility that they might lead as much to ‘destruction’ as to
‘creativity’. The importance of this point is not simply to warn (in banal terms) about the risks of
social and political fracturing. Rather, it is to stress that if we wish to understand political evil, and
its conditions of possibility, then the study of violence, war, militancy and pain must shift to the
positive-transgressive elements that allow for its emergence. In the discussion that follows, this
will include showing how the joy of dance, modes of religious ecstasy and other fundamentally
positive factors feed towards the possibility of becoming militant. Drawing connections between
these elements in narrative terms also thus works – I hope to show – as a method through which to
usefully fracture our understanding of political violence, militancy and terrorism.
I’ll now continue this story in three parts. The first focuses on the processes through which militant bodies disconnect from past social, cultural and political realities, a process I term becoming
absent. Specifically, this part of the story I try to tell focuses on the importance of a series of fundamentally creative and joyful rituals in, eventually, making the process of becoming militant possible. From there, the second part of the essay moves to exploring the ways in which those little
acts of observance feed into the mobilization of a syncretic set of connections between quite unexpected and often mutually non-coherent sites of learning that allow for becoming militant. The
third part of the story dwells more fully on questions of violence and social and political evil,
stressing the indeterminant end-point of processes of self-fracturing. After having taken these
steps, I conclude Mohammed’s story with his final departure from Tripoli, before dwelling on my
own relationship to this story, the ethics of having told it, and the politics of reconsidering violence
and political evil in these terms.

Becoming absent
In one of our conversations, sitting in the same café I described earlier, Mohammed melancholically described what he called his ‘past life’ as being part of a ‘system’ in which ‘you are caught by
a flow’ that you must follow or you will ‘drown’. During this earlier period, Mohammed was a not
particularly devout member of Muslim Tripoli, seeking a stable job and partner. And although he
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believed that those who joined violent militant organizations could be ‘understood’ in the severity
of their political grievances, he could not understand the extent of their violence:
I thought what I am part of now was a little crazy. How would the world change by attacking ourselves
[our own countries], and what would all that violence do? I grew up learning about what happened when
we fought among ourselves – in the 1980s [Iran–Iraq War] – and the outcome was not good. I just wanted
to get something good from life. I thought about going to Dubai, if I could – you know – where the money
is. Just to escape this place [waves his hand around the scene of Tripoli city].

At this time, Mohammed was part of Lebanese modernity, which, despite particularities, is structured by the boundaries, institutions and norms we attribute to that term globally (Deeb, 2006). His
life was ontologically secure, structured around ‘routines of various forms’ that bracketed out questions about the world around him (Giddens, 1991: 37). His mind was ‘part of a larger mind’, his
‘thoughts part of the thoughts of the world’ as it was expected to go on (Kohn, 2013: 49). So fully
settled within the ‘morphological regularity’ (Canguilhem, 1962: 29) of the world he inhabited was
Mohammed that he felt what he was about to become was a bit ‘crazy’.
What changed Mohammed’s life’s trajectory? He gave surface-level hints when speaking, for
instance, about the scars left by police officers on his body under torture, described earlier, as well
as those left by his father who beat him under a familial notion of disciplining. He also described
innumerable slights from better-off individuals, prospective employers and consular officials at the
British embassy who denied him a visa. And he went back to those wider social and political scars,
those maths lessons, repeatedly. In his own account, however, it was his father’s death that seemed
most important. Mohammed ‘loved but hated’ his father, who, however ambivalently, was a structuring force. After his father’s death, Mohammed described becoming ‘aimless . . . sitting at home
drinking, smoking’ and giving up on his earlier goals. But there was also anger. His father had been
killed by the Lebanese police during a botched anti-drug trafficking raid, which built resentment,
a wish for revenge.
Taken together, Mohammed’s life was thus marked by a ‘continuing process of wounding’
(Bogue, 2010: 45). However, these empirical scars were not enough to change his world. Were
that true, all of Tripoli would follow the same path. If simply ‘perceiving unfairness’ was sufficient to become militant, then the world would be near-universally violent (see Van den Bos,
2018). Focusing only on background events that might produce a particular psychological disposition to militancy is indeed always misleading. Rarely are grand changes sparked because of ‘any
[one] particular actuality’ (Reynolds, 2008: 147). But Mohammed did change. He began attending the mosque daily, praying five times a day, and reading voraciously on Islam and imperialism.
He also made new friends: those men I had met with him in the café, whose presence also worked
to slowly intertwine him with a different world. He stopped speaking to his family and began
‘disconnecting’ from his past life. How did all that happen? Mohammed told me that it all revolved
around ‘forgetting’ oneself:
You have to forget, give up. Once you do that, you can finally really change.

How does somebody really forget, give up on and turn away from one world in order to enter
another? Discussing this, Mohammed stressed a series of embodied and intense rituals as core to
his escape:
Two things were most important for me [in forgetting my old life]: beginning to chant nasheeds and
beginning the path towards becoming a hafiz.
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A nasheed is a vocal form of music, usually sung a capella. Most nasheeds make reference to
Islamic beliefs, history, religion and/or current events. Recently, they have gained increasing
prominence due to their use by well-known jihadi groups to propagandistically commemorate
their actions. But Mohammed’s experience of reciting nasheeds was different. For him, it was
the ‘joy’ and ‘escape’ of their recitation that mattered. Indeed, most nasheeds are written in formal (Quranic) Arabic. This language is archaic and frequently incomprehensible to even native
Arabic speakers like Mohammed, who admitted ‘not understanding most of them, just using
them to escape’. Mohammed’s second remark that ‘becoming a hafiz’ was also important in his
transformation refers to the process of memorizing the 80,000 words of the Quran verbatim.
Mohammed described how
There is peace in this. You take the Quran and you read: again and again. It is a beautiful thing. You rock
to the sound of it, and keep repeating. I lost whole weeks in the task, alone in my room.

For most, memorizing the Quran takes years. Mohammed never finished this task, but his words
reveal how it was the rhythmic quality of the act that attracted him. His description of ‘rocking’ as
he repeated the words to himself is common across the Muslim world, particularly in madrassas
where young boys and old men rock back and forth as they recite aloud. For Mohammed – then –
the combination of reciting the Quran and chanting nasheeds allowed him to ‘free’ himself from
his old world. These two elements are what fractured – ‘broke’ (fractura) – his connection to
Lebanese modernity and thereafter allowed something different to emerge.
Most discussions of rituals like those described by Mohammed link their importance to questions of identity: the fact that these are specifically Islamic rituals is seen as key to their effects. But
Mohammed did not emphasize meaning or identity, focusing instead on the embodied, intimate
and emotional qualities of these rituals. The power of those different qualities only becomes acutely
clear, however, when one participates in the rituals that produce them personally. Mohammed –
indeed – tried enthusiastically to express the joy he found in these little acts by teaching me their
basic contours. What struck me, following his lessons, was the way these rituals reminded me of
ones I had seen before. When I was about 17 years old, for example, I visited Lahore, Pakistan. One
muggy dusk evening, I took a trip in a rickshaw to a Sufi shrine. As night fell, men sitting around
me – cross-legged on the ground – began rolling and smoking joints of hashish. Slowly, it began:
Figures in streaming white robes came walking out to a clearing in the centre of us, the audience.
Slung over their chests were large wooden drums, roped together. They began rhythmically beating
the sides of these drums with their hands. Then they began spinning, whirling, to this rhythm. Their
eyes were mostly closed as they concentrated on the rhythm of drum and dance. The crowd swayed
with them. And despite the beats ringing out as loudly as you can imagine, the scene was oddly
calm. After some time, sweat began to seep through the white robes of the participants. But they
continued. In the half-light of this ceremony, cameras find capturing the moment difficult. Blur and
obstruction are inevitable. But that reveals something of what was happening: little light, a lot of
movement, little organization, a lot of action, little said, a lot of meaning. A surreal scene.
In each of these two moments, sitting with Mohammed and sitting in Lahore, I felt a similar
process of self-dissolution, of becoming absent – a distinctly meditative state. Now, of course,
drawing parallells between Sufi and Salafi Islamic religious praxis is not normal. In fact, Sufis are
now persecuted across the world for their beliefs: just a few years after I visited that shrine in
Lahore, it was the scene of a terroist attack that killed hundreds. Nonetheless, the links between
militant (Sunni) Islamic praxis and mystical Sufi thought are more than simply analogical.
Discussing the lived phenomenology of becoming militant (vis-a-vis Al-Qaeda), for example,
Faisal Devji (2005: 42) writes:
Everything we know about Al-Qaeda as a religious movement compares favourably with Sufi or mystical
brotherhoods, even if these happen to be disapproved of by members of the movement itself. There is . . .
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the very emphasis on jihad, which has historically been a characteristic of Sufi groups. Then there is the
cult of martyrs, to whom are attributed supernatural powers . . . Along with these [is the emphasis on] a
rich and occult world of prophetic and other dreams, which are constantly spoken about.

To understand these words, it is important to realize that Sufi praxis is focused on the pursuit of
a ‘world of transformations’ that is not dictated by reason, logic or the ‘illusions of dualism’
(Adonis, 2016: 114). Sufis believe that ‘immediate manifest existence’ is ‘a vast prison, from
which it is man’s primary duty to escape to a free world’ (Adonis, 2016: 59). Escaping that prison
requires, first, an embodied process of self-erasure. The goal is to absent oneself from the world,
to become absent from all that restricts the possibility of imagining change. Notably, in all these
respects, Sufi praxis echoes views of how world politics is fractured. The ‘ethos’ of fracturing is
described as the embrace of an ‘experimental engagement with reality that unravels any neat distinction between subject and object, which forces us to recognize irreducibility and incommensurability’ (De Vries et al., 2017: 104). In this sense, fracturing is more a method than it is a theory,
one that seeks just like Sufi praxis to open up the possibility of ‘dissident thought’ (De Vries et al.,
2017: 104) by disrupting particular ‘scripted, ordered enactments of worlds’ (Aradau and
Huysmans, 2013: 611).
As we have seen, ritual practices of dance designed to produce a trance-like rhythm of selfnegation are core to Sufi modes of fracture. These rituals are largely extensions or maximizations
of the more mainstream Islamic devotional practice of dhikr (‘mentioning’), in which short phrases/
prayers relating to God are recited. These devotional practices can be seen to include the chanting
of nasheeds and memorization of the Quran, as Mohammed described finding joy in earlier and
which – I have come to think – are central to the process of becoming militant. Indeed, dwelling on
the importance of little embodied rituals like these twists usual understandings of the process of
becoming militant. For example, debates over the degree of theological coherence found in Islamist
militancy, or levels of ‘strategy’ involved in the actions of Islamic militants, fundamentally miss
the centrality of positive and joyous rituals in mobilizing adherents to these causes, as well as the
fact that most of these rituals hint at a non-cognitive and non-psychological basis for becoming
militant. Focusing only on the political or social ends that militancy appears to grasp towards
(jihad, fascism, etc.) erases the individual means by which those ends become practicable, while
focusing only on the antecedent factors that might make a person open to the possibility of becoming militant risks psychologizing the phenomenon without capturing the concrete mechanisms of
its occurrence. By contrast, focusing on the ‘little mutations’ produced by the embodied practices
that I have described reveals a more complex, less coherent and fundamentally contingent process
at work. The fact that such practices are homologous across adherents to both Sufi and Salafi
thought suggests, moreover, that engagement with such rituals is not predefined by the identity of
those enacting them. Instead, I would suggest that the practices described are about seeking escape
through the forgetting of the old world in order to reach a new consciousness. With Isabelle
Stengers (2008:105):
To belong to a society is, in a way, to answer ‘yes’ – but the ‘no’ of non-conformity is not the opposite of
such an affirmative response . . . ‘no’ is the germ of consciousness; it needs a very special social
environment.

These moments of non-conformity are – the stories of men like Mohammed suggest – enabled by
joyous, ritualistic, embodied and sensual ‘attractors’ that allow for a new consciousness. While
these attractors are present, they erase the personhood that came before them and allow a different
kind of becoming: ‘it is from zero, in zero, that the true movement of being begins’ (Kazimir
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Malevich in Marcadé, 2003: 40). To return to the question of political evil, it seems clear, then, that
the practices through which violent militancy occurs echo what are often personally or politically
positive practices. The similes between Sufi rituals and the rituals of becoming militant show this,
as do other similes that could be drawn with other non-Judeo-Christian religious orders that seek
to dissolve individuality into something greater. Cementing this, it is telling that rituals of selfnegation are also intimately socio-historically bound up with violence. The preponderance of the
‘drill’ in military culture has long links with cultural forms of synchronized dance that produce
forms of trance in those enacting them, for example (McNeill, 1995). These choreographies work
to erase individuality and, where enacted collectively (see below), produce a certain muscular
bonding among individuals, moulding them into a coherent whole that is more than the sum of its
parts. The fact that the same rituals can lead to spiritual ecstasy or extreme political violence
reflects only how each of these outcomes requires a transcendence of limits. Each is about going
‘beyond’ the limits of our long-sedimented self-identities, so as to erase or ‘make absent’ the conditions of possibilities those identities can impose. To return to Whitehead, good and evil are united
at their origin by positivity.

Becoming militant
What happens after one has achieved the kind of absent-minded self-forgetfulness described
above? What might all the little rituals involved in that process add up to, if anything? While a
‘germ of [alternative] consciousness’ can emerge from a series of repeated refusals or self-negations, what’s next? Read through mainstream views of (militant) ‘radicalization’: the belief is that
these processes of separation produce a ‘simplified worldview’. The intuition here is that the
detachment of an individual from their links to a wider society and gradual enmeshing in militancy
produces a narrow, dogmatic and fundamental focus on particular sociopolitical beliefs or goals.
But is it true of the flesh and blood of militancy itself? Are the ideas, affects and practices that
coagulate following a moment of self-fracture really so simple-cum-dogmatic? To answer these
questions, let me move away from Mohammed’s story for a second and towards the following
description of the evolution of the life of Tamerlan Tsarnaev, one of the two perpetrators of the
2013 Boston Marathon bombing:
Tamerlan . . . quit drinking and smoking pot, and started to pray five times a day, even taking his prayer
rug to the boxing gym. At home, he spent long hours on the Internet reading Islamic websites, as well as
U.S. conspiracy sites, like Alex Jones’ InfoWars. He told a photographer he met that he didn’t understand
Americans and complained about a lack of values. (Reitman, 2013)

While this description echoes that of Mohammed, it also integrates Tsarnaev’s evolution towards a
form of extremism influenced by his Islamic beliefs with forms of extremism influenced by farright ideology and conspiracy theory (InfoWars). This connection, it is worth noting, goes both
ways. Leaders of far-right groups have often praised the ‘commitment’ of groups like ISIS, for
example (Wood, 2017). Such strange interconnections are, in fact, common to militant emergence.
For instance, early Al-Qaeda training manuals were derived from photocopied US military manuals, translated into Arabic with a few changes. Likewise, the ISIS magazine Inspire copies and
pastes ‘counter-interrogation’ strategies from publicly available CIA manuals (Austin, 2017: 120).
Computer games like Call of Duty are regularly invoked as allusive examples within texts (Crone,
2014; Shaw and Warf, 2009), while forms of capitalist commerce are generally promoted in propaganda more commonly than violent acts (Leander, 2016). More than all this, Tsarnaev’s closest
companion remained his brother, Dzhokhar, who never stopped drinking, smoking weed and being,
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Figure 3. Sufi drumming in Lahore, Pakistan. (Source: Author photo, © 2009.)

well, a teenager. And then there’s me and Mohammed, who, over time, became good friends. We
were about the same age, and both men. But little else was similar. Me, an atheist; him, an everincreasingly orthodox Muslim. Him, a militant fighter in a civil war; me, a doctoral student.
What unites all these contradictory objects, ideas and persons? What makes them all ‘work’
together, in spite of their apparent differences? If the ends, perhaps, of violent militancy are often
dogmatic, why is the structure of the lifeworlds that get people there often so heterogeneous? What
allows this manifestly incoherent world to find, nonetheless, saliency for action, often violent
action? Questions like these now require we turn a little deeper to what it means to fracture world
politics. For De Vries et al., the process of ‘disruption’ at the heart of fracturing is something that
‘might, or might not, add up to something more coherent’ (De Vries et al., 2017: 92, emphasis
added). The uncertainty about the conclusion of this process relates to the idea that fracturing
moves social analysis away from a focus on ‘units’ and towards a study of the ‘enactment of connections’ (Huysmans and Nogueira, 2016: 308). Fracturing thus refers to a continuous ‘process of
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being made and remade’ in which syncretic and transversal connections are formed between different sociopolitical sites, objects and ideas. Once studied sociologically, such processes are almost
always non-coherent, messy and unpredictable in form (see Law, 2004). And, today, these types of
societal fracture seem to be accelerating. Contemporary information flows are now organized horizontally, in such a way that ‘instead of the [classical] relation between a class [of knowledge] and
its members, the organizing principle is simply the inter-connectedness of all the elements’ irrespective of whether they form obviously ‘meaningful links’ (Dreyfus, 2009: 11). The general result
is that connections are developed more through processes of contagion, non-linear networking and
related phenomena than through coherence between the connections formed (Coyne, 2008;
Leander, 2016). More than this, non-linear informational transformations often operate via ‘aesthetic assemblages’ (Crone, 2014) that produce an ‘augmented reality’ working to ‘change our own
goals and aims, our own ways of relating to one another, our social relations, and the very way we
think, act, feel’ (Bryant, 2011: 17). The result is a ‘hypnotic’ process in which individuals are
drawn by the figurative nature of texts, images and ideas into an alternative world that can be
moulded to their own desires, without contradictions necessarily resulting in serious cognitive dissonance. Indeed, the apparent coherence or non-coherence of the connections produced during
moments of fracturing is not necessarily a fact that will impact the ‘efficacy’ of the worlds produced. The fact that militants tend to have quite narrow goals does not imply that doctrinal coherency must exist. Instead, militant fracturing is driven more by innately incoherent associative
connections between ‘people, things, and situations in ways that simultaneously shape, reshape,
and bring into being new social forms’ (Huysmans and Nogueira, 2016: 310). These associative
processes seem to rely more on the power of the ‘figurative’ than on the logical, rational or reasoned. In this they take us back to our earlier discussion of Sufi thought, which the Syrian poet
Adonis specifically connects to the secular aesthetic school of surrealism:
[Because] figurative language is ambiguous, it does not provide any conclusive answers. It is, in fact, a
battleground on which the struggle over contradictory meanings is played out. Figurative language only
raises more questions . . . However, figurative language from the point of view of the Sufis and the
Surrealists is not just a stylistic form but also a vision. (Adonis, 2016: 120–121, emphasis added)

Understanding the figurative ways in which the domains, knowledges and objects that those who
self-fracture frequently reconnect with work to ‘convince’ certain individuals of the viability of
this alternative world is key. Indeed, men like Mohammed are drawn, specifically, to the allusive
quality of terrorist messaging:
The leaders [of groups like Al-Qaeda or Daesh] are important because they have achieved something
special. But you must know: What you [in ‘the West’] think about these achievements – all the territory
that has been liberated, all the glorious battles – is not what we mean. Those are all gifts from God, given
because of their real achievements. They have been enlightened and overthrown the corruption, collapse
and decay of the ethics of the world. They have become pure, something other than this world. That is the
cause of all we have achieved. And we wish to help them by following in their path.

It was not rational reference to the attainment of earthly power or divine reward that saw Mohammed
become militant. Instead, it was an ineffable spiritual vision. Again, however, this focus on spirituality, purity and religiosity should not be read in terms of a simplified worldview. The figurative or
allusive nature of the spirituality described that, as discussed earlier, shares more with Sufism than
with strict Salafi or Wahabi orthodoxy is considerably more flexible in the practices it connects with
than might be expected. To see this, we can consider the place of alcohol, drugs and other intoxicants
in processes of militant mobilization and/or warfare across history. For example, despite the vilification of alcoholism within the Third Reich, great quantities of alcohol were shipped to the front lines
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and to the murder sites of the Holocaust (Westermann, 2016). Likewise, intoxicants have been
reported as being used for similar purposes in the genocide of the Native Americans, during the
atrocities of French Algeria and in Vietnam (Westermann, 2016). Intoxicants appear to have been
incorporated into these moments of violence, despite their violation of stated doctrine, owing to the
sensually ‘dulling’ effects they have and the importance of that dulling effect for carrying out violence. Put differently, intoxicants facilitate a kind of self-forgetfulness similar to that seen during Sufi
dance (where hashish is regularly smoked). Mohammed described something similar:
Before we go into battle, we prepare by praying – all together. We eat together, knowing this might be the
last time. And then most of us spend some time alone, reflecting. Immediately prior to the battle we take
medicine, which keeps you awake, strong and powerful. Then we leave.

On pushing Mohammed, it became clear that the ‘medicine’ he was referring to was a kind of
amphetamine – a drug that would normally be prohibited in all forms of Islam. But he clarified:
We have the right to take this before battle. It strengthens us for the mission, which is all that matters. The
religious scholars have confirmed this.

Of course, the use of drugs by violent actors of all kinds partly relates to their need to stay awake. But
it also allows a kind of self-forgetting, which is crucial to overcoming a near-universal distaste for
violence among human beings (Austin and Bocco, 2017; Collins, 2007). Alcohol or drugs serve this
purpose, while also being intimately socially and historically connected to the attainment of spiritual
enlightenment, in different cases. What I want to suggest, then, is that the allusive or figurative nature
of the process of fracturing that appears to underlie militant becoming allows for very complex, noncoherent and even surreal ecologies of persons, knowledge and objects to be integrated. Militant
mobilization, all this suggests, is simultaneously sensual and embodied while also being notably
‘surreal’ in the ecology of relations it brings forth, drawing not on fixed (or ‘simplistic’) ideologies
and discourses, nor homogeneous groups of individuals and collections of knowledge. Becoming
militant is a complex and non-coherent affair, in short. Of course, we cannot ignore the fact that the
process in question does lead, when taken to its limit, to a narrowing of life trajectories. In my later
conversions with Mohammed, for example, his tone became darker and his politics more resolved.
Eventually, he seemed to have gained a kind of absolute faith in his decisions, something he expressed
– towards the end of our meetings – with the following unexpected words:
Soon, I will not come back here again, except as a martyr. On the next trip to sham, I have a plan, and one
way or another I will not return. But I am ready.

Mohammed gave no details about what his ‘plan’ was or what, precisely, he meant. That was left
for my – and now your – imagination. He just said that he would not come back and that he had a
plan that would end in some kind of martyrdom (death). What was striking about his words, however, was their calmness:
I have been spending most of my time in the masjid, praying and thinking. I am sad I will not become a
hafiz, but I have learned enough. And I do not believe I will be judged for this. I finally went back to see
my parents and brothers after all this time. I didn’t say why, but I wanted to say goodbye.

I did not reply to this chain of words for some time. What could I say? It was again the calmness
of his words that stays with me, however. The absolute self-assuredness and faith in his path was
clear, and his preparations had now become simple:
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I now only recite a few of my favourite nasheeds, every day. And all that I have memorized of the Quran.
I feel really like I have found myself. I know what I need to do. And I am quiet most of the time. I am not
going out much. You are the first person I have seen for a few days. I’m ready.

It seemed as though Mohammed had now quite completely found his escape from his old life in
Tripoli. Despite some of the apparent contradictions on the road that got him there, which I’ve tried
to describe, his array of choices now seemed to have narrowed in his mind, narrowed towards a life
dedicated to violent militancy, apparently until his own death. In the next section, I explore this
narrowing towards violence more fully, describing it as the moment at which one who has become
absent and become militant risks a final turn to becoming evil.

Becoming evil
How did I end up meeting Mohammed in Tripoli? Our first encounter was random, yes. But my
presence in Tripoli was not accidental. I was in Lebanon meeting ex-Syrian perpetrators of torture
as part of what was at that time my doctoral research. My world was thus immersed in stories of
violence: Mohammed’s was just one among many. In fact, at the time, I didn’t find it especially
troubling. Instead, the more disturbing aspect of my work did not involve meeting violence workers but, rather, watching what they had been doing. For some time now, it has been possible to
watch videos of torture – grainy or in full HD – filmed by perpetrators themselves and eventually
circulated. After meeting their protagonists, I spent my evenings watching these artefacts of the
first ‘fully developed networked battleground’ (Ratta, 2018: 17) in an effort to understand the
‘extreme sensuousness’ of the violence of torture, to understand what torture really is (Wacquant,
2004: 70). Its quiddity. Its just-whatness. And as I was watching, I made notes:
A ransacked Syrian apartment building. Seven bodies are slumped against a once-white wall, now stained –
smeared – with bloody shapes. The marks of suffering becoming a mural. A blood painting. The cameraman
has designated himself director. We cut straight to the action: ‘Yes! Yes! On his back.’ A soldier kicks a man
cowering in the foetal position. Then the others. The refrains continue: You dogs, you monkeys, you animals.
The kicking goes on. Dull thuds. The screams seem to be trying to hide the thuds. Eventually, after about a
minute and a half, fatigue. A pause. We can almost hear hearts pounding. The bodies are motionless. Then
things become surreal. An officer is encouraged by his troops to join them. And he does. Kicking to the rhythm
of the dabka, a traditional Arab dance. Laughter. Soldiers copy him. Thud. Thud. Thud. The soldiers behind
the camera move forward and join in. A mass of bodies. Bloated, frenzied. The blood keeps splattering up.

My exposure to scenes like these came at roughly the same moment that I was hearing Mohammed’s
descriptions of his fracture away from his old life. At first, I didn’t connect these two things.
Nevertheless, they did slowly become intertwined in my understanding, especially as Mohammed
came to talk more frequently about the violence he was taking part in across the border in Syria. It
was hard to associate the scenes I was watching on Youtube or Liveleaks or elsewhere with the man
I would smoke argileh next to at dusk in downtown Tripoli. There was a dissonance in my own
perception that is related, no doubt, to an instinctive human tendency to relate the kinds of excessive violence described above with evil, monstrosity, or power and domination. Rarely are these
things connected to little rituals of joy or the mystical-spiritual privileging of allusion. And so it is
the question of violence that I must now address. Having earlier defined evil, with Whitehead, as
that which is positive yet also destructive, and enumerated the positivity underlying the emergence
of its conditions of possibility (becoming absent, becoming militant, etc.), can we make some
sense of how this positivity feeds into the destruction of violence that characterizes much militant
activity, particularly the (‘terrorist’) kind with which Mohammed is associated?
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Recall that I mentioned Mohammed’s use of amphetamines earlier in this discussion. I now want
to affirm even more strongly the necessity of the dulling or distracting properties of intoxicants for
overcoming the general ‘difficulty of violence’ (Collins, 2007). To begin, it is crucial to recognize
that psychologizing and/or identity-driven accounts of violence too readily assume that ‘violence is
easy once a motivation exists’ (Collins, 2007: 20). In contrast, the sociology of violence reveals this
not to be the case: violence is almost always disliked and difficult. A few examples might help to
affirm this point. Take the former British militant El Shafee Elsheikh, once a member of ISIS, who
is accused of beheading foreign hostages on camera. After his capture, Elsheikh has remarked that
he doesn’t ‘like to watch’ videos of the kind he produced, that these are not things he ‘enjoys seeing’
(Horner, 2018). Alternatively, consider the words of CIA agents who once tortured bodies at black
sites across the world, recorded their actions, and are also once reported as ‘tearing up’ at the ‘emotionally disturbing’ nature of those recordings (USSSCI, 2014). Finally, we can turn to descriptions
of the work of Saudi professor and military officer Salah Muhammed al-Tubaigy, who is accused of
dismembering the body of Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi while the latter was still alive. ‘As he
started to dismember the body’, Al-Tubaigy is reported to have ‘put on earphones and listened to
music’ and to have ‘advised other members of the [assassination] squad to do the same’ in order to
‘ease the tension when doing such work’ (Hearst, 2018).
All these descriptions, including two of highly trained and professional violence workers, are
not of people at ease in their work. This appears to be true, moreover, and in each case, even though
those involved seem to socially, ideologically or politically support the necessity of the acts in
question. Hence the drugs or the headphones or, in the description of that blood painting above, the
ritual enaction of a traditional Arab dance. These techniques are mirror images of those used in the
joyful process of becoming absent described earlier: they are about forgetting the self in order to
fracture its limits. In this case, of course, the limits are being fractured to destructive ends. Consider
here Georges Bataille’s (2014: 50) words:
The horror of war is greater than that of inner experience. The desolation of a battlefield, in principle, has
something more grave about it than the ‘dark night’. But on the battlefield, one approaches horror with a
movement which overcomes it: action, project linked to action, permits the surpassing of horror. This
surpassing gives to action, to project, a captivating grandeur – but horror is in itself negated.

Surpassing horror requires movement, speed and ceaseless action, Bataille suggests (see also
Virilio, 2006). Violence involves the ‘casting into movement of beings hitherto anchored in their
identity, a mobilization of absolutes, by an objective order from which there is no escape’ (Levinas,
1979: 21). These abstract statements find concrete mirrors in descriptions like that of the torture
scene given above. The scene is a blur of bodies and their moving, beating limbs. Each action is
followed by another action, almost mechanically, and these actions are linked with little verbal
(‘you dogs’, ‘you animals’) and physical (the dance of the dabka) refrains that structure this movement into an overall ‘project linked to action’. Everything merges together, and violence becomes
so seductive that individual or collective ethico-moral structures of belief are easily fractured.
Much as Sufi rituals of dance are designed to produce a becoming absent, so the process of becoming violently militant incorporates such practices (sometimes, as in this case, literally practices of
dance) into the very process of bodily destruction. Recently, it has indeed been shown, across a
variety of cases, that perpetrators of war crimes draw extensively on popular cultural rituals like
dance, sporting rites and filmic references in order to ‘permit the surpassing of horror’ that Bataille
describes (Austin, 2017; Austin and Bocco, 2016). The process of becoming evil is possible, then,
because the embodied, practical and lived form of its enaction draws on the same tools that make
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something that is ‘good’ also something enjoyable. It is thus not possible to separate out good and
evil in the practical form of their enaction.
This should not be all that surprising, of course. If evil and violence seem near-universally disliked by human beings at their birth, and through their lives, then this phenomenon requires a ‘hook’
that draws people in. What ties ‘good and evil’ is thus indeed the positive character of their enaction.
The fact that the positivity of evil is destructive distinguishes it ethically from the good, which is
positive and creative, but the two remain bound together in action: they are lived in very similar
and – yes – ‘joyous’ ways. And it is important to reach this conclusion for one key reason. The recent
tendency has been towards the (theoretical) secularization of evil, power and violence. Foucault’s
(1979, 2004) dictum that power flows through bodies, rather than being a quality that is possessed,
has perhaps most influenced this view. But it can be traced back to Arendt’s (1963, 2004) reading of
evil, too. Evil here is dull. It appears in shades of grey. And while it may be monstrous at the point
of its enaction, its roots are traced to indifference, to an inability to feel the Other, and ultimately to
wider systemic forces. But when we hear and speak to men like Mohammed, the actual personhoods
of violence, it becomes clear that its conditions of possibility rest on its enaction through little positive, embodied, and joyous rituals. Seen in action, evil is not dull or grey. It involves dance, intoxicants, jokes and joy. Perhaps, then, it is possible to say that the joyous violence of evil stands as a
counterpoint to the dull and everyday workings of power that social theory is more usually preoccupied with. One need not stay with militancy to see this point, of course. The conversion of the
American presidency into a reality TV show follows the same logic. The degradation in human,
environmental and political rights that is occurring under the current US administration is ongoing
through the ‘joyous’ modes of being that drive supporters of this presidency: the mass rallies, the
‘un-presidential’ but affective jokes. Simultaneously, the decline of American hegemony is founded
on (however surreal) positivity (‘Make America Great Again!’) and destruction.

The departed militant
The last time I saw Mohammed he had a favour to ask. We were sitting in our usual café, where, as
was now routine, the waiter had delivered our tea, and an argileh for me, without asking. Mohammed
tutted as usual at the argileh: mamonua’, forbidden. As I inhaled my first breath of nicotine of the
day, he asked:
Can you take my picture?

It was my habit to carry a camera around. So I pulled up my camera and snapped a picture.
Mohammed wanted something else, however. He didn’t want a snapshot; he wanted something
like a memorial. So, after a few hours, we left the room we were sitting in and went outside.
Mohammed flagged down a taxi, and we drove away to the beaches of Tripoli. There, before the
waves, he posed – unsmiling, but calmly. And I took his photo. Afterwards, I asked who the photo
was for, if he wasn’t coming back. He replied:
My mother.

Not wanting to discuss the topic any further, we walked back to the centre of Tripoli, almost in
silence. We parted a little while later with a hug. Since that last meeting, and as he promised, I’ve
not heard from Mohammed again. But, as this essay suggests, I have thought about him. And, after
some time, I was struck by the need to write something about all this. This is what I eventually
wrote down. An account of becoming militant focused on the joy and peace of that process, on its
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non-coherent and heterogeneous mode of emergence, and fused with my own incoherent memories
of Sufi rites, blood painting, the taste of nicotine and those aimless conversations. There are omissions in this account, of course. Many other factors feed into the becoming of violent militancy and
political evil. These include the effects of masculine-patriarchal discourse, geopolitics, the legacies
of imperial pasts and presents, and much more. All that matters, hugely. And it is present in the
story I’ve told and my involvement in it: two men bonding in cafés largely inaccessible to women,
the maths lessons that introduced me to Mohammed, my continuous ability to arrive and depart in
Tripoli as I wished, and so on. It’s true that I have not privileged these elements. Instead, I have
wanted to explore violence, militancy and political evil in intimate, embodied and personal terms.
Looking back, part of that approach is clearly bound up with the effects of the experiences I have
recounted on me, myself. Returning to the offices, panels and routines of the academic world, I
have found it ever more difficult to embrace the classic academic attachment to critique and suspicion (Felski, 2015). I have become increasingly averse to abstract accounts that delete the personhood of those who accompany us in research (Austin et al., 2019). And I now refuse completely to
employ figures like Mohammed as analytical foils (Canguilhem, 1962). Is this lack of judgement
wrong? Is dwelling on the joy of violence and evil wrong? Is giving personhood to those colloquially termed evil wrong? I have certainly been told so. The ethically uncertain nature of this essay
and the approach it employs has been reiterated to me in dingy Hilton hotel rooms, across chats in
bars, in peer-reviewer comments, and beyond. The reasons given for rejecting this kind of narrative
are often persuasive and trouble me, even as I write these concluding words. But I have still stayed
with this story. Why? Because, in the end, I think it might show how ‘we are all traversed by some
kind of fault-line’ (Reynolds, 2008: 154, emphasis added) that risks fracturing our sense of self,
identity and ethics.
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Note
1.

This account is taken from field notes collected between 2014 and 2017 in Tripoli, Lebanon. All names
have been changed. Other elements (including dates, specific places, and narrative order) may have also
been changed to protect interlocutor anonymity.
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