
Theoretical Debate on Orthodoxy and Marginality: Some Key Points 

The Domain of Orthodoxy 

Now let us briefly return to the concept of the ‘other’ through civilization-discourse. ‘Mazaar’ is also a 
zone of ‘other’ which, unlike civilization-discourse, is produced through a historicist understanding of 
Islam and its institutions in this region. They are often understood as a historical remnant of an earlier 
Islamic tradition, and consequently, the practices that take place there are often understood as mere 
repetitions of pre-modern time. Such an understanding is often shot through the Orientalist duality of 
the orthodoxy and the heterodoxy (Asad, 1986). This is also the view colonized, promoted, and 
propagated by the ‘political-modernist’ champions of Islam who sought to engage with politics through 
a reinterpretation and reconfiguration of Islamic ideas, practices, and institutions (Nasr, 1996). So as 
Asad argues, we should not conflate analytical categories (for example, the domain of orthodoxy) for an 
understanding Islam, and its institutions, with the categories deployed in certain readings of Islam, in 
certain discourses- if you prefer.  

While the convergence of the Orientalist duality with that of the political modernist approaches 
produced a certain image of Sufis - possessing a kind of spirituality or performing miracles, the fact 
remains that the roots of Sufism lie as far beyond the historical limits of modernity as they do beyond 
the philosophical boundaries of modernism (Green, 2006).  Drawing on the earlier hagiographies, 
poetries, and contemporary oral narratives, he attempts to indicate that the performative, the curative, 
and the embodied notion of the Sufi figures, sited within the wider political and literary landscape, were 
predominant before the modernist turn. In order to understand the contemporary Islam, we must take 
seriously the oral, the performative, and the embodied aspects of it. Only then we can advance a 
different understanding than that of the current understanding of the ‘orthodoxy.’ 

 

Three Concepts of the Margin 

I start with the concept of margin that seeks to depart from the idea that margins lay ‘outside’ the reach 
of the rational bureaucratic state, outside of the governed population. As Das & Poole (2004) argue, we 
need to closely focus on the relationship between margin and the state. Three related and overlapping 
concepts of margin are discussed in the book. The first one revolves around “idea of margins as 
peripheries seen to form natural containers for people considered insufficiently socialized into the law” 
(p. 9). To illustrate further this concept of marginality the editors write, “marginal populations are 
formed of ‘indigenous’ or ‘natural’ subjects, who are at once considered to be foundational to particular 
national identities and excluded from these same identities by the sorts of disciplinary knowledge that 
mark them as racially and civilizationally ‘other’” (p. 9). Even though I am not dealing with such 
‘indigenous’ or ‘natural’ subjects, this concept remains of central importance for an understanding of 
the local mode of governance in certain places that I talk about. I will come back to this point but first, 
let us consider other attempts to conceptualize the margin. The second concept relates to “different 
spaces, forms, and practices through which the state is continually both experienced and undone 



through the illegibility of its own practices, documents, and words,” and which, in turn, requires a new 
conceptualization of legibility/illegibility. And the third concept of margin is conceptualized “as a space 
between bodies, law, and discipline” (p. 10). To this last concept of margin, the editors add: “the larger 
issue is the question of how politics becomes the domain in which ‘life’ is put in question. In that sense, 
the margins provide a particularly interesting vantage position from which to observe the colonization of 
law by disciplines, as well as the production of categories of pathology through tactics that are 
parasitical on law even as they draw repertoires of action from it” (p. 10). 
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