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Militarism cannot be fully understood without also recognizing its co-constitution with race and dependence on a civilizational schema, both in the imperial metropole and in the post colony. To demonstrate how that schema manifests in both contexts, I turned to Fanon’s discussion of racial hierarchy and the internalization of racial stigmas among the colonized, which is manifested in two ways: attempts to flee them by mimicking the ‘civilized’ European and attempts to transfer them onto an ‘Other’ within their own communities.
Militarism, generated by the imperial encounter, plays a crucial role in upholding and validating that civilizational, racial hierarchy. Both racism and militarism function through a belief in and support for domination, and thus both ideologies draw utility from each other. The development of that symbiosis must be historicized and located beyond the nation-state. Thus, the fact that Western nationalist militarism emerged with Western colonialism is no coincidence – the latter was baked into the former. This coterminous development meant that Western military expansion and support for militarism at home were imbued with racial stigmas of the ‘Other’ in non-Western territories. Military domination was justified by beliefs in racial superiority, while racial hierarchies appeared to be validated and proved by military successes.
Drawing on Fanon’s psychoanalytic account of relationality and imperial proximity as an enabler of domination, I have argued that racial militarism in Europe has especially developed in relation to the Muslim Orient. Thus, for Europe, the civilizational imperative to dominate its closest, though still racially inferior, rivals provided a competitive motive. To militarily dominate its barbarian rivals restored order to the civilizational hierarchy that had been threatened by Oriental military victories and expansion in the past. The militarism this produced was both practical and performative, supported through cultural discourse and colonial policies that generated and recycled racist stigmas, particularly stigmas about the intellectual, moral and physical inferiority of Islam and Muslims. Given those stigmas, the more an ‘Oriental’ person or community could distance themselves from religion and Islam, the more chance they had to escape their racial backwardness and attain greater proximity to civilization and whiteness. Moreover, such stigmas concocted through racial militarism were not only reserved for the Other outside of Europe but have historically been utilized domestically to fulfil an exclusionary function within the imperial metropole.13
But racial militarism also has a psychoanalytic and practical impact on the other side of the imperial encounter in colonized or postcolonial states. Syrian militarism demonstrates the extent to which fervent anticolonialism can sit alongside internalized colonialism. Thus, the state’s militarism emulates European civilizational values of masculinity and secularism, while also transferring the Orientalist stigmas of backwardness and humiliation onto a racialized Other. Mirroring the European context, racial militarism in Syria has played the role of enacting an insider–outsider binary within the Syrian population; but, unlike in Europe, that binary cannot so easily be cast along visible racial differences. Consequently, religion, especially political expressions of religious practice and identity, has been racialized and gendered as the necessary ‘Other’, used to supply and cohere an insider, militarist-nationalist identity and delegitimate dissent. The Syrian case demonstrates the highly adaptable ways in which race as an exclusionary factor can be constructed and introduced to buttress the exclusionary function of militarist ideology, even where race is initially absent or inapplicable.
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