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Abstract  
Tariq Ali's Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree examines the aftermath of the Spanish Inquisition in 15th-century 

Granada through the lens of a Muslim family, the Banu Hudayl, as they confront the oppressive Christian 

regime. Utilizing a postcolonial and Marxist framework, particularly Louis Althusser's concepts of hegemony, 

Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs), and Repressive State Apparatuses (RSAs), this study analyzes how the 

dominant Christian power employs both repressive force and ideological manipulation to control the Muslim 

population. The burning of Islamic books symbolizes the destruction of knowledge and cultural identity, while 

religious institutions serve as ISAs to enforce compliance with Christian dominance. The research also 

highlights the complex interfaith relationships during this tumultuous period, revealing how power operates 

through both brute force and subtle ideological indoctrination. Ultimately, the novel critiques the enduring 

impact of colonialism and the role of cultural and religious institutions in perpetuating power imbalances, 

emphasizing the importance of cultural preservation and resistance against ideological oppression. 
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Introduction 

Tariq Ali's Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree (Ali, 2001) opens a window into the turbulent 

world of 15th-century Granada, in the immediate aftermath of the Spanish Inquisition. The 

novel follows the Banu Hudayl family, a microcosm of the Muslim community grappling 

with the anxieties and uncertainties of life under newly imposed Christian rule. Their 

struggles illuminate the broader themes of cultural clash, religious conflict, and the 

mechanisms of power at play in a society undergoing a dramatic transformation. This 

research paper delves into the novel's exploration of these themes through a Marxist lens, 

drawing specifically on the concepts of Ideological State Apparatuses and Repressive State 

Apparatuses as developed by Louis Althusser. 
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The Spanish Inquisition, a period marked by religious persecution and forced conversions, 

serves as the backdrop against which the narrative unfolds. Ali paints a vivid picture of a 

society fractured along religious lines, where the dominant Christian power exerts its control 

through both brute force and subtle manipulation. The novel's focus on the destruction of 

Islamic libraries and the burning of books (Ali, 2001) symbolizes not only the eradication of 

knowledge but also the systematic dismantling of Muslim cultural identity. This act of 

cultural erasure serves as a potent tool of ideological subjugation, aimed at suppressing 

dissent and solidifying Christian hegemony. 

Althusser's theories provide a framework for understanding the complex interplay of power 

and ideology in Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree. His concept of ISAs highlights the role of 

institutions like the Church in disseminating the dominant ideology and shaping the beliefs 

and values of the populace. The Church, in this context, becomes an instrument of the state, 

actively promoting the acceptance of Christian rule and suppressing any challenge to its 

authority. Complementing the ISAs are the RSAs, which operate through more overt forms of 

repression, such as military force and the judicial system. The novel demonstrates how these 

two apparatuses work in concert to maintain social order and perpetuate the power imbalance 

between the Christian rulers and the Muslim population. (Ali, 2001) 

Furthermore, Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree explores the nuances of interfaith relations in 

this period of upheaval. The interactions between Muslims, Christians, and Jews reveal the 

complexities of coexistence in a society marked by deep-seated religious and political 

tensions. The novel challenges simplistic binaries of good versus evil, instead presenting a 

nuanced portrayal of individuals navigating a challenging and often contradictory social 

landscape. (Ali, 2001) The research will analyze how these interfaith dynamics contribute to 

the overall narrative of power and resistance. 

This study aims to analyze how Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree utilizes historical narrative 

to critique the mechanisms of colonial power. By applying Althusser's framework, the 

research will examine how the novel illustrates the ways in which ISAs and RSAs function to 

establish and maintain Christian hegemony in post-Inquisition Spain. The analysis will also 

explore the novel's portrayal of cultural resistance and the enduring struggle to preserve 

identity in the face of oppression. Through this examination, the paper seeks to contribute to 

a deeper understanding of the lasting impact of colonialism and the ongoing relevance of 

Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree in contemporary discussions of power, religion, and 

cultural identity. 

Literature Review 

This literature review examines existing scholarship relevant to Tariq Ali's Shadows of the 

Pomegranate Tree (Ali, 2001), focusing on studies that explore the historical context of the 

Spanish Inquisition, the novel's portrayal of the clash between Christianity and Islam, and the 

application of Marxist and postcolonial theory to Ali's work. 

Historical Context: 
Several historical studies provide crucial background for understanding the novel's setting 

and themes. Henry Kamen's The Spanish Inquisition: A Historical Revision offers a 

comprehensive overview of the Inquisition, challenging traditional narratives and 

highlighting the complexities of this historical period. Kamen's work helps to contextualize 

the religious and political tensions depicted in Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree, particularly 

the persecution of Muslims and Jews in post-Inquisition Spain. John Edwards' The Spanish 

Inquisition delves into the specific methods and motivations behind the Inquisition, shedding 

light on the mechanisms of power and control employed by the Christian authorities. This 

work is valuable for understanding the novel's portrayal of the repressive state apparatus and 

its impact on the Muslim community. 
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Clash of Civilizations: 
Scholars have also examined the broader historical clash between Christianity and Islam, 

which forms a central theme in Ali's novel. Edward Said's Orientalism provides a critical 

analysis of Western representations of the East, exposing the ways in which these 

representations have been used to justify colonialism and other forms of domination. Said's 

work is relevant for understanding the novel's portrayal of the "othering" of Muslims in 

Christian Spain. Samuel P. Huntington's The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of 

World Order, while controversial, offers a framework for understanding the historical and 

contemporary conflicts between different cultural and religious groups. While Huntington's 

thesis has been criticized for its oversimplification of complex historical processes, it can be 

useful for analyzing the novel's depiction of the tensions between Christianity and Islam. 

Marxist and Postcolonial Perspectives: 
Several studies have applied Marxist and postcolonial theory to Ali's work, providing 

valuable insights into the novel's political and ideological dimensions. Aijaz Ahmad's In 

Theory: Classes, Nations, Literatures offers a Marxist critique of postcolonial theory, 

challenging some of its assumptions and emphasizing the importance of class analysis. 

Ahmad's work can be used to analyze the economic and social structures that underpin the 

conflict depicted in Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree. Louis Althusser's On the 

Reproduction of Capitalism introduces the concepts of Ideological State Apparatuses and 

Repressive State Apparatuses, which are central to understanding the novel's portrayal of 

power and control. Althusser's framework helps to explain how the Christian authorities 

maintain their hegemony through both ideological manipulation and physical repression. 

Critical Analyses of Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree: 
Tariq Ali's Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree (Ali, 2001) offers a poignant exploration of the 

cultural and religious upheaval in 15th-century Granada following the Spanish Inquisition. 

Through the lens of the Banu Hudayl family, Ali depicts the anxieties and struggles of a 

Muslim community grappling with the imposition of Christian rule. This analysis will 

examine how Ali utilizes the novel to critique colonial power dynamics, focusing on the 

interplay between Ideological State Apparatuses and Repressive State Apparatuses, as 

defined by Louis Althusser, in maintaining Christian hegemony. 

The novel's opening scene, the burning of Islamic libraries and books (Ali, 2001), serves as a 

powerful symbol of cultural erasure. This act of destruction represents not only the 

eradication of knowledge but also the systematic dismantling of Muslim identity. By 

eliminating the physical manifestations of their history and culture, the Christian authorities 

aim to suppress dissent and solidify their control. This act of cultural violence functions as a 

key component of the RSA, employing brute force to assert dominance and instill fear. The 

subsequent seizure of Muslim lands and properties further reinforces this repressive strategy, 

dispossessing the community and undermining their economic stability (Ali, 2001). 

Simultaneously, the novel highlights the role of ISAs in perpetuating Christian ideology. The 

Church, as a primary ISA, actively promotes the acceptance of Christian rule and demonizes 

Islam (Ali, 2001). The forced conversions and the constant threat of persecution create an 

environment of fear and uncertainty, pushing many Muslims to abandon their faith and 

assimilate into Christian society. This ideological manipulation complements the physical 

repression of the RSAs, creating a two-pronged approach to maintaining Christian hegemony. 

The novel also subtly portrays the insidious nature of ISAs through the portrayal of everyday 

interactions and social norms, where Christian values and beliefs are presented as the natural 

order. 

The Banu Hudayl family's struggles embody the broader challenges faced by the Muslim 

community. Their internal debates about resistance versus assimilation reflect the difficult 
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choices individuals had to make in the face of overwhelming power. The novel does not shy 

away from portraying the psychological toll of this oppression, highlighting the trauma, grief, 

and sense of loss experienced by the characters (Ali, 2001). Despite the bleak circumstances, 

the novel also hints at the resilience of the human spirit and the enduring power of cultural 

memory. The characters' attempts to preserve their traditions and stories, even in the face of 

persecution, suggest the possibility of resistance and the enduring strength of cultural 

identity. 

 "Yes, tried and tested on Catholics whose property you wanted to 

possess and on Jews who have never ruled over a kingdom and who 

bought their freedom by paying out gold ducts and converting to our 

religion. The same methods will not work here. Most of the people we 

call Moors are our own people. Just like you and me" (T1 66). 

This highlights the complex identity of the Moors in Spain, suggesting that they are not 

merely outsiders but part of the same cultural fabric as the Christians. It underscores the 

futility of applying the same oppressive tactics used against Jews and Catholics to the Moors, 

who have a significant historical presence in the region. This reflects the broader theme of 

cultural interconnectedness and the challenges of colonial domination. 

"The wall of fire had changed all that, and now the Captain-General 

had confirmed" (T1 67). 

The "wall of fire" symbolizes the destructive force of the Inquisition and the violent measures 

taken to enforce Christian dominance. This imagery evokes the idea of a barrier not only 

physical but also ideological, separating the Muslim population from their cultural heritage. It 

illustrates the extent to which the state is willing to go to eradicate dissent and maintain 

control. 

"Their Archbishop will argue that if even one example is permitted to 

survive it will encourage others" (T2 85). 

This quote reflects the paranoia and fear that drive the actions of the Church and state 

authorities. The idea that allowing any form of cultural or religious expression could lead to a 

resurgence of non-Christian ideologies reveals the repressive mindset of the ruling powers. It 

emphasizes the lengths to which they will go to suppress any potential resistance, reinforcing 

the theme of ideological control. 

"Ever since this cursed priest entered our town, said Ibn Basil, the 

herbalist’s son, ‘they have been making an inventory of all the property 

and wealth in the hands of the Moors and the Jews" (T3 181). 

This illustrates the economic motivations behind the Inquisition's actions. The systematic 

inventorying of property indicates a calculated effort to dispossess the Muslim and Jewish 

populations, revealing the intersection of religious persecution and economic exploitation. It 

highlights how the Church and state utilized the Inquisition not only as a tool of ideological 

repression but also as a means to amass wealth. 

"Ximenes celebrates his victory as ‘our victory not mine alone victory’ 

because crown and church combine makes an effort to achieve this 

victory" (T6 52). 

This statement underscores the collaboration between the Church and the Crown in their 

efforts to suppress the Muslim population. Ximenes' declaration of a collective victory 

emphasizes the institutional nature of the oppression, where religious and political powers 

work in tandem to achieve their goals. It reflects the broader theme of how institutions can 

manipulate ideology to justify their actions and maintain control over marginalized groups. 
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"Ximenes was ordered to tell the name of the person who is involved 

in the killing of the bailiff officer so that he may be trailed and 

persecuted by the law" (T1 228). 

This  illustrates the legalistic facade that the Inquisition and the Church maintain while 

pursuing their repressive agenda. The demand for accountability serves to legitimize their 

actions, masking the underlying brutality of their methods. It highlights how institutions can 

manipulate legal frameworks to justify persecution, reinforcing the theme of ideological 

control where the law is used as a tool of oppression rather than justice. 

"The purpose was to serve and secure the economic and political 

interests of the state" (T2 4). 

This statement encapsulates the dual motivations behind the actions of the Church and the 

Crown. The intertwining of economic and political interests with religious ideology reveals 

the pragmatic approach taken by those in power. It emphasizes that the Inquisition was not 

merely a religious endeavor but a strategic move to consolidate power and wealth, illustrating 

the theme of exploitation inherent in colonial and oppressive regimes. 

"Church is established as an institution which promotes implements 

Christian religion that is represented as the state ideology and state 

religion" (T2 49). 

This quote underscores the Church's role as an Ideological State Apparatus (ISA) that 

enforces the dominant ideology of Christianity. By positioning the Church as a promoter of 

state ideology, it highlights the symbiotic relationship between religion and state power. This 

relationship is crucial for understanding how cultural and religious identities are suppressed 

in favor of a singular national identity, reinforcing the theme of cultural erasure and the 

imposition of a dominant ideology. 

These quotes and analyses collectively illustrate the themes of ideological oppression, 

cultural destruction, and the economic motivations behind the actions of the Church and state 

in Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree. 

In conclusion, Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree provides a nuanced and compelling critique 

of colonial power dynamics. By exploring the interplay between ISAs and RSAs, Ali 

demonstrates how the Christian authorities maintained their control over the Muslim 

population through both physical repression and ideological manipulation. The novel's focus 

on the destruction of cultural heritage and the psychological impact of oppression 

underscores the devastating consequences of colonialism. However, the novel also offers a 

glimmer of hope, suggesting that even in the darkest of times, the human spirit and the power 

of cultural memory can endure. Through the story of the Banu Hudayl family, Ali reminds us 

of the importance of remembering and resisting oppression in all its forms. 

Discussion 

The exploration of religion as both an ideological and repressive state apparatus in Tariq Ali's 

"Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree" reveals the complex interplay between faith, power, and 

identity. Drawing on Louis Althusser's theories, particularly his concepts of ideological state 

apparatuses (ISAs) and repressive state apparatuses (RSAs), we can better understand how 

religion functions within the socio-political landscape depicted in Ali's narrative. Althusser 

posits that ISAs, such as religion, education, and media, serve to perpetuate the dominant 

ideology of the ruling class, while RSAs, like the police and military, maintain order through 

coercion (Althusser 85). In Ali's work, the tension between Muslims and Christians is not 

merely a religious conflict but a manifestation of deeper ideological struggles influenced by 

historical power dynamics. 

Ali's narrative illustrates how religious identities are manipulated to serve political ends, 

echoing Althusser's assertion that ideology is a "representation of the imaginary relationship 
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of individuals to their real conditions of existence" (Althusser 87). The characters in 

"Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree" navigate their identities within a framework that is 

heavily influenced by the historical context of colonialism and post-colonialism. This aligns 

with Edward Said's concept of Orientalism, where Western representations of the East are 

constructed to justify imperial dominance (Said 3). Ali's portrayal of the Muslim-Christian 

conflict can be seen as a critique of these representations, highlighting the ways in which 

colonial histories continue to shape contemporary identities and conflicts. 

Moreover, the role of media as an ideological apparatus is significant in understanding how 

narratives are constructed and disseminated. As noted by Anthony Smith in "The Geopolitics 

of Information," media plays a crucial role in shaping public perception and reinforcing 

dominant ideologies (Smith 45). In the context of Kashmir, for instance, the media's portrayal 

of military actions often obscures the realities of local resistance and suffering, thereby 

perpetuating a narrative that favors the state (T2). This manipulation of information serves to 

maintain the status quo, illustrating Althusser's idea that ideology functions to obscure the 

contradictions inherent in social relations. 

The intersection of literature and ideology is further explored through the lens of Marxist 

criticism, which emphasizes the relationship between the socio-economic base and the 

ideological superstructure. As Terry Eagleton argues, literature is not merely a reflection of 

ideology but an active participant in the ideological struggle (Eagleton 12). In "Shadows of 

the Pomegranate Tree," Ali's narrative challenges the dominant ideologies by presenting a 

nuanced portrayal of characters who resist simplistic categorizations of identity. This 

complexity invites readers to engage critically with the text and consider the broader 

implications of religious and cultural conflicts. 

In conclusion, the discussion of religion as an ideological and repressive apparatus in Tariq 

Ali's "Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree" underscores the importance of understanding the 

historical and political contexts that shape religious identities. By applying Althusser's 

theories and engaging with contemporary critiques of ideology, we can appreciate the 

intricate ways in which literature reflects and challenges the dominant narratives of power. 

As we navigate the complexities of identity and belief in a globalized world, Ali's work 

serves as a poignant reminder of the enduring impact of history on our present realities. 

Conclusion 

The research presented in this study offers a comprehensive examination of the intricate 

relationship between religion, ideology, and power in Tariq Ali's "Shadows of the 

Pomegranate Tree." By employing Louis Althusser's concepts of ideological state apparatuses 

(ISAs) and repressive state apparatuses (RSAs), the analysis reveals how religion is utilized 

as a tool for both ideological propagation and state control. The novel serves as a poignant 

reflection of the historical tensions between Muslims and Christians, illustrating how these 

conflicts are deeply rooted in colonial legacies and power dynamics. 

Through the lens of Marxist criticism, the study highlights the role of literature as an active 

participant in the ideological struggle, challenging dominant narratives and offering nuanced 

portrayals of identity and resistance. Ali's narrative not only critiques the manipulation of 

religious identities for political ends but also emphasizes the importance of understanding the 

socio-political contexts that shape these identities. The interplay of culture, religion, and 

power in the novel underscores the complexities of human experience and the enduring 

impact of history on contemporary conflicts. 

Furthermore, this research contributes to the broader discourse on the role of ideology in 

shaping societal structures and individual identities. By analyzing the mechanisms through 

which religion operates as both an ideological and repressive apparatus, the study opens 

avenues for further exploration of the implications of these dynamics in various contexts, 
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including contemporary global conflicts. Ultimately, "Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree" 

stands as a significant literary work that invites readers to critically engage with the themes of 

faith, power, and identity, encouraging a deeper understanding of the ongoing struggles that 

define our world. 

In conclusion, this research not only affirms the relevance of Althusserian theory in literary 

analysis but also underscores the necessity of examining the intersections of ideology, 

culture, and history in the quest for social justice and understanding in a diverse and 

interconnected world. 
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