







PRAISE FOR EDWARD SAID: EMANCIPATION AND REPRESENTATION

“The very distinguished and diverse group of scholars who have contributed to this volume explore and illuminate the intellectual and political dimensions, and profound impact, of Edward W. Said’s life and work. Their original and lively essays enrich our understanding of Said’s writings, and the book as a whole is both testimony and tribute to the continuing importance, vitality, and productivity of Said’s legacy as a scholar, public intellectual, cultural critic, and political activist.”

Zachary Lockman, author of Contending Visions of the Middle East: The History and Politics of Orientalism

“In this remarkable and important book, the authors interact with Edward Said in so many different ways that the reader is both amazed and out of breath. This book makes one think.”

Immanuel Wallerstein, Yale University

“These fine essays bring sympathetic yet critical attention to Said’s remarkable range of contributions to politics and to the study of literature and culture. Reading them, one gets a vivid sense not merely of his ideas and his arguments but his vast yet unsentimental humanity.”

Akeel Bilgrami, Director, Heyman Center for the Humanities, Columbia University

“This timely volume takes seriously the vast and challenging writings of Edward Said as they traverse the praxis of humanism, the literary contours of orientalism, and the intransigent and persistent critical of colonial power and the Palestinian struggle for freedom. A wide range of authors contest the proper stance and trajectory of Said’s work, the ramifications of his work for literary studies, aesthetics, politics, the status of humanism, and secular criticism. They converge, however, in appreciating the passionate critique of colonial occupation and dispossession from the perspective of the displaced and the refugee. Taken together, these essays show how academic reflection can and must enter the public world at precisely those junctures that the border patrols of thought would shut down. They show that the critical responsibility of intellectuals consists in marshalling media for articulating loss and hope, insisting on a presence for those whose lives are threatened time and again with erasure. This is an important and rich volume that continues the critical task of Said in a plurivocal mode, establishing the unceasing intellectual force and fecundity of Said’s work.”

Judith Butler, University of California at Berkeley


Edward Said


Edward Said

A Legacy of Emancipation and Representation

[image: Image]

Edited by

Adel Iskandar and Hakem Rustom

[image: Image]

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA PRESS
Berkeley Los Angeles London


University of California Press, one of the most distinguished university presses in the United States, enriches lives around the world by advancing scholarship in the humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences. Its activities are supported by the UC Press Foundation and by philanthropic contributions from individuals and institutions. For more information, visit www.ucpress.edu.

University of California Press
Berkeley and Los Angeles, California

University of California Press, Ltd.
London, England

© 2010 by Adel Iskandar and Hakem Rustom

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Edward Said : a legacy of emancipation and representation / edited by
Adel Iskandar and Hakem Rustom.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-0-520-24546-4 (cloth : alk. paper)

ISBN 978-0-520-25890-7 (pbk.: alk. paper)

1. Said, Edward W.   2. Orientalism.   3. Imperialism.

4. Arab-Israeli conflict. 5. Postcolonialism. I. Iskandar, Adel.

II. Rustom, Hakem.

CB18.S25E39 2010

306.092—dc22

2009050627

Manufactured in the United States of America

19  18  17  16  15  14  13  12  11  10
10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

This book is printed on Cascades Enviro 100, a 100% postconsumer waste, recycled, de-inked fiber. FSC recycled certified and processed chlorine free. It is acid free, Ecologo certified, and manufactured by BioGas energy.


To the nomads whose morality, in Adorno’s words,
is to “not be at home in one’s home.”
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Introduction

Emancipation and Representation

Adel Iskandar and Hakem Rustom

CAIRENE MEMORIES

Tucked away in a poorly lit crevice of downtown Cairo and in the shadow of a small alley mosque, Le Grillon, a late-night bar and restaurant that has hosted the city’s writers and political adversaries for decades, is in a part of the city from which Edward W. Said often felt estranged. A repository of the city’s unpreserved yet vibrant collage of discordant memories of its many identities and histories, the eatery that was once frequented by foreigners, Levantine merchants, and Egyptian aristocrats is now almost exclusively local. Its secluded location and unassuming appearance once attracting the region’s oppositional voices, Le Grillon now houses a dusty bookshelf lined with progovernment propaganda. Ignored and unattended to, the shelf is easily overlooked by the café’s oldest commoners, there to relive the city’s cultural and political heyday, if only for a few hours. On a warm July night in 2005, a small group of writers, poets, physicians, aging revolutionaries, and intellectuals convened to honor Khairy Shalaby, one of Egypt’s most prolific contemporary authors, who had only days earlier received the country’s highest literary accolade.1 The gathering was a mosaic of starkly contrasting personalities, accented by such animated characters as political cartoonist Ahmed Toughan, an anticolonial Arab nationalist in his eighties and a compatriot of Frantz Fanon’s in Algeria.

The evening began with a poetry recital by Shalaby—interspersed with glimpses of his literary life spent mostly in Cairo’s graveyards and impoverished ‘Ashwa’eyat, or shantytowns—but soon turned to ruminations about the city’s old days.2 Striking a contrast with his own Cairene experiences, Shalaby described a cosmopolitan and opulent side of the city inhabited by the teenage Edward Said as both unrelenting in its mosaicism and unrepentant for its contradictions. Chewing on a stubborn filet for what seemed like an eternity, Shalaby shifted smoothly and seamlessly between thoughts, memories, and fantasies.

We had sought the company of seventy-year-olds in our role as the editors of this volume on Edward Said, a still-nascent project that Shalaby greeted with surprise and exhilaration. He expressed his enthusiastic appreciation of the late intellectual. “If a book needed to be written about anyone, it would be Edward Said,” he exclaimed, admitting that he owned copies of both Arabic translations of Orientalism. In poetically extemporaneous classical Arabic, Shalaby shared his admiration for Said’s memoir Out of Place, in which he narrates his upbringing in Cairo, taking particular interest in retelling his angst-ridden adolescence and recounting his temptation for belly dancing’s most prominent icon and eccentric temptress, Tahia Carioca.3

Said’s first exposure to the sensual performer of pre- and postrevolutionary Egypt was as a teenager discreetly escaping his restrained, disciplined, and sexually repressed urban elite social setting. Belly dancing and Carioca would have been seen as oversexed, lustful, and tastelessly suggestive, a prohibition that aroused fourteen-year-old Said. Yet Said’s fascination with Carioca extended far beyond her dancing. He marveled at her unresolved persona—the eclectic and inharmonious juxtaposition of her roles as eroticized spectacle, political militant, and symbol of national culture.4 Shalaby’s musings on Said’s Carioca highlighted the porous boundaries between the colony and the postcolony and between historical eras, political realities, and spatial landscapes—boundaries Said spent much of his intellectual career permeating, forcibly and willfully. With Cairo and Carioca, we arrive at the confluence of Said’s unstable mélange of identity, politics, resistance, and art.

BEGINNINGS WITH SAID

The paths to Edward Said’s work are varied, whether via a Cairo pub, antiwar activist circles on university campuses, or his numerous interviews with Charlie Rose on YouTube. We came across Said in the mid-1990s during our undergraduate studies at Dalhousie University in Halifax, Canada. This frequently cited, sharply opinionated, and eloquent intellectual with a peculiar hybrid name caught our attention and curiosity. As inquisitive undergraduates toiling our way through the liberal arts, we scoured the literature on the Middle East in an attempt to both overcome the emotional strain of our own migration and fulfill our desire for self-exploration. One book was impossible to miss on all Middle Eastern history bookshelves, particularly because it stood in stark contrast to the Islamophobic literature that dominated the canon. With Jean-Leon Gerome’s The Snake Charmer adorning the front of Said’s Orientalism, the striking cover invited further investigation, conveying both curious familiarity and fetishized exoticism.

This period coincided with the deplorable 1997 brutal attacks on tourists in Luxor, Egypt. To counteract the seemingly ceaseless denigration of the region and Islam in the Canadian press in the wake of the attacks, we produced a fourteen-hour feature radio program titled Through Arab Eyes on the local campus and community radio station, CKDU-FM. The special broadcast sought to offer a corrective debate on the histories, politics, cultures, and religions of the region. The intervention was an effort to overcome the deep void, invisibility, and perhaps violation caused by the incessant, alienating public discourse about the region and its peoples. Orientalism became an indispensable resource, a primer that helped us decipher and grapple with these issues, catalyzing our understanding of how and why negative discursive constructions dominated mainstream depictions of the region. Through its meticulous documentation and historicization of such narratives, the book was a guide to navigating cautiously through the prickly terrain of representation. Beyond Orientalism, Said’s reflections on the relationship of intellectuals to power and their responsibilities within academia and beyond resonated with scholars who sought a humanist method and purpose to their work.

Over three decades, Said’s political writings provided a stubborn and unwavering source of enlightenment that aided in the interpretation of current events and exposed gross failures by the political and media establishments to deal contextually with the Middle East. Said offered a sober and sobering utterance amid a cacophony of voices in and on the wider Arab, Muslim, and Middle Eastern societies. Through these interjections, Said exercised a form of criticism based on media literacy that enabled him to disambiguate vernaculars and expose ideologies. His essays amalgamated politics and aesthetics, addressing culture and society as a whole without erecting rigid fences between them, inspiring cultural critics, activists, and human rights advocates.

Said’s death in 2003 was abrupt. When he died, his disappearance from the public arena left a gaping hole in the understanding of contemporary international politics in the region. It happened at a point in Middle East politics that was perilous for Arabs and Muslims. The region that occupied Said’s imagination, scholarship, and activism continues to be viewed monolithically as a security threat to the governments of the United States and other “Western” countries. Indeed, since Orientalism’s first publication in 1978, the problems that characterize the international political arena have been exacerbated. For this reason, we wanted to ensure that Said’s criticism continues to inform on the most pressing issues of the day and to interrupt the dehumanizing representations of the region and their underlying policies. The invasion and destruction of Iraq, the constant accelerating degradation of Palestinian life under Israeli occupation, and the United States’ continued support for undemocratic and unpopular regimes and repressive dictators are but a few of the acts of physical and emotional violence experienced by the peoples of the region. On Arab and Muslim societies, Said unrelentingly assailed the rise of intolerant religious fundamentalism, sectarianism in daily life, corruption among the ruling classes, misguided intelligentsias, deteriorating economic conditions, and the suppression of all democratic alternatives to the presiding regimes.

The idea for this book emerged mere days after Said’s death, originally as a means of channeling the loss of Said the public intellectual and eventually to create a space for scholars to move beyond eulogization and engage critically with his work. Yet any examination of Said’s work must be situated within a biographical chronology, one that historicizes his writings. In a review of his memoir, Out of Place, Ahdaf Soueif described the year 1991 as a critical historical juncture in Said’s life, both personally and intellectually. It was a violation to Said—a physical violation in the discovery of mortality following his diagnosis with leukemia and a political violation in the signing of the Oslo Accords. Not long after, Said would go on his first visits to Palestine and Cairo since his departure, in 1992 and 1993, respectively. He would also give the Reith Lectures on the responsibilities of intellectuals in 1993 and begin writing his memoir in 1994. In his introduction to Said’s posthumously published On Late Style, Michael Wood wrote that Said’s lateness is a result of his facing death, both the passing of his mother in 1990 of the same illness and his own impending finitude.5 These cataclysmic events became the impetus for Musical Elaborations, which he dedicated to the memory of his mother, Out of Place, and several urgent manuscripts on the Palestine he saw vanishing swiftly before his eyes.6

Our affiliation with Edward Said stemmed from our need for change and from our desire to find an alternative to the polarized political, social, intellectual, and cultural orders. Said carved a space where we could be more than an inaudible minority on the margins, where we could join a movement that is dynamic, self-representing, and heard. Asserting the responsibility of the intellectual to be politically engaged, Said himself produced “worldly” ideas that traversed academic, political, geographic, and artistic realms. He has inspired a new generation of intellectuals to embrace a sense of purpose, a commitment to critical action, and a faith in dignity as vehicles of self-representation in the Saidian style.7

THE SAIDIAN

The Secular Exile

Born in Jerusalem, raised in Cairo, living most of his life in New York, and buried on Mount Lebanon, Edward Said was always itinerant and eternally uprooted. During his early days, moving between pre-1948 Palestine, Egypt, Lebanon, and the United States, he experienced the anguish of psychic and actualized exile and displacement. His urban aristocratic upbringing allowed him to relate to the colonizers through Western pedagogy anchored in the canonical classics. Despite this, as he explained in his memoir, Out of Place, he was made to feel continually delinquent and insufficient while attending colonial schools in Cairo, despite his façade of confidence. He described his estrangement and his longing to return “home” when he first moved to the United States as a student, which had him stare endlessly at photos and set his clock to Cairo time.8 Even during those early days, he was acutely aware of the abstract nature of “home,” a place that cannot be arrived at or even imagined.

In “The Rootless Cosmopolitan,” Tony Judt explained that Said “lived all his life at a tangent to the various causes with which he was associated.”9 Said used the term apogee to elaborate his position in society; he described the height of a civilization’s enlightenment and achievement but more importantly referring to the farthest point from the point of origin.10 Said saw the spirit of apogee as a dissociated fringe position—the most distant point from the center of an issue, apart from any site of grounding, attachment, lineage, or origin.11 This distance guarantees that one is away from both home and origin, in the spirit expressed by twelfth-century Saxon monk Hugo of St. Victor: “He is perfect to whom the entire world is a foreign land.”12 Throughout his life, Said orbited around these origins, exposing issues of emancipation and oscillating between perigee (point of proximity and intimacy) and apogee (distance and elevation) with seamless ease and shrewd decisiveness. When addressing colonial and postcolonial subjectivity, being in apogee afforded him both an appreciation of the colonial classics in literature and music and the ability to interrogate their subjugating elements.

The “untidiness” of exile presented Said with a desituated posture that informed much of his criticism.13 If the Saidian exilic state were to “house” anything, it would do so as a refuge for emancipatory action.14 This explains his affinity for Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of the “nomadic” as not simply one of lived experience and personal affliction but as a discursive apparatus for the reconfiguration of master narratives.15 Itself a source of liberation, an alternative theology, a site of contradiction, and a terrain of shifting contours, Said’s nomadism was theoretically unhoused, methodologically untidy, and spatially fluid.16 At once inhabitable and un-inhibitable, Said’s critical nomadism was intrinsically veracious. Theoretically, it resisted any master paradigm, contested all-encompassing theorization, and questioned the predictability of dominant knowledge systems.17 Said’s emphasis on the informal and the disaggregated reflected his nomadism, embedding it in an “epistemology of displacement” that searched beyond the “rituals and performances of conventional metropolitan intellectuals.”18 This view of unsettledness extends to Said’s overarching critical project, which he acknowledged was unfinished, a condition he showed little interest in rectifying. Indeed, Said resisted all forms of attributive delineation, scorned intellectual specialization, admonished the assured conviction of policymaking, disavowed academic self-aggrandizement, and rejected the containment of disciplinary accolades.

Said expanded his critique into the realm of familiarity, predictability, control, and status (being known) to deconstruct filial connection.19 Said’s “home” obviated filiation, walling no one and nothing in or out; it was a permeable space with no distinct boundaries. Hence one could not speak of the other. By deterritorializing the home, Said “de-othered the other,” making “otherness” obsolete. This act also dispelled the myth of arrival. The constant pilgrimage negates the existence of a destination, a Holy Land. Said described a deeply unrestful state, suggesting that in exile one never arrives at a destination, thereby rendering the nomadic ontological.20

As a nomadic cosmopolitan, Said associated with the motif and the experience of the Judaic exile.21 In an interview with the Israeli daily Ha’aretz, he described himself as “the last Jewish intellectual.” While expressing his hopes for the future of Palestine/Israel, Said endorsed a one-state solution, causing discomfort for many Israelis and Palestinians. “I want a rich fabric of some sort, which no one can fully comprehend, and no one can fully own,” Said affirmed.22 Such a vision encapsulated his persona: he was the intellectual of the unresolved, intent on overcoming the appeal of purity, tidiness, and homogeneity. In this idea of a desituated home, political, ethnic, and religious boundaries are suspended by exiles who “cross borders, break barriers of thought and experience.”23 In his especially expressive interview, Said made a compelling case for his binational vision for Palestine/Israel by leveling a compassionate critique at the Zionist obsession with the notions of “state” and “home.” When the interviewer observed that Said “sounds very Jewish” in his commentary, Said responded, “Of course. I’m the last Jewish intellectual. You don’t know anyone else. All your other Jewish intellectuals are now suburban squires. From Amos Oz to all these people here in America. So I’m the last one. The only true follower of Adorno. Let me put it this way: I’m a Jewish-Palestinian.”24

In this statement, Said embodied the exile in his ability, affinity, and desire to destigmatize and congeal into the “other.” The forced seamlessness of his Palestinianness and Jewishness expressed the underlying exilic nature of these identities. Through this exclamation, Said defined himself as asymmetrical and irreconciled in his political vision. He harmonized the contradictory, demonstrating counterpoint to undermine the exclusivity of nationalism. He shattered the boundary of the label and aligned himself with a long tradition of Jewish intellectualism, which for him implied the wanderer prophet-intellectual described by Noam Chomsky—one who chooses exile and refuses the comfort of serving and legitimizing power agendas and who eschews the possibility of gaining rewards for such allegiances.25 By describing himself as a Jewish-Palestinian, Said reduced the difference between the two identities to a hyphen and emphasized their roving exile.

In the physical sense, exile is often a result of oppression and is rarely a choice, yet metaphorically it is an expression of dissidence. For Said, exile, whether physical or metaphorical or both, is an alternative state, apart from the domination of mass institutions and distant from the gravitational center of the status quo, despite his personal geographic proximity to these.26

This view of exile perhaps explains why Said’s loyalties were not static, instead shifting constantly in relation to power. To emancipate the individual by overcoming allegiance to tradition, Said was committed to justice over identity and “never solidarity before criticism.”27 For him, allegiance to a group or a nation, whose nationalism “affirms the home created by a community of language, culture, and customs” was counter to the estrangement of exile.28 Said was therefore echoing Adorno’s well-known statement “It is part of morality not to be at home in one’s home,” making exile obligatory, both morally and practically, for any emancipatory project.29 Hence, Said’s exile was the interstitial borderland where Jewish and Palestinian morality rendezvoused. He saw greater possibility for confluence in the exilic than in the rooted: “Better our wanderings, I sometimes think, than the horrid clanging shutters of their return.”30

While refusing to have his experience viewed as mere signification, especially in his posture on Palestine, Said inhabited the crossroads and interstitial spaces, thereby transforming the unsituated orphanhood of exile into a respectable state. He was able to convert the unpredictable, unresolved, dissociated, and unrestful space of in-betweenness into habitable terrain, turning exile into a tolerated state shared by the like-minded—a locale distant from the gravity of power, comfortable in its discomfort, situated yet in persistent motion, and wandering while grounded.

Nevertheless, the violence of exile took its toll on Said in the intellectual, figurative, and practical senses. With the deterioration of Palestinian livelihood and in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, attacks, he felt a “general sense of curtailment” and refrained from giving media interviews as he witnessed how nothing remained of his homelands.31 He also found it increasingly difficult to recover and memorialize these lost lands. In his last interview, he said that his leukemia accentuated the eternity of his exile, leaving him neither dead nor recovered and in a state of “in-betweenness.” Said—who had spent his intellectual life vacillating between geographies, identities, historical junctures, and literacies—found himself agonizingly suspended between life and death, constantly unresolved and interminably dislocated up to his final moments. And in his death, his intellectual legacy, while astoundingly comprehensive, is largely beyond cartographic delineation. In a sense, Said was the philosopher of nomadism.32

This pedagogy of nomadism that Said elucidated in his writings and considered a responsibility of the intellectual was rooted in an “irremediably secular and unbearably historical” exile that exposed the intersections of power and knowledge.33 Said’s “exile knows that in a secular and contingent world, homes are always provisional. . . . Exiles cross borders, break barriers of thought and experience.”34 His unabashed attempt to disrupt the silence of consent, demystify the instruments of control, and stimulate voices of dissent came at the expense of orthodoxy. Said used the religious lexicon to describe civil and secular establishments, thereby drawing comparisons between the institutional dogmatic hierarchy of religious and other authorities that command obedient consent, loyalty, conformity, and unwavering allegiance from an “unknowing” public.

For Said, exile and nationalism are dialectical in the Hegelian sense, at once contesting and justifying one another. Nationalism that serves as an impetus for liberation and expresses an emancipatory function develops as a reaction to estrangement.35 Alternatively, Said regarded nationalism as an allegiance akin to that of religious institutions, because both have “founding fathers . . . quasi-religious texts, their rhetoric of belonging . . . [and] official enemies and heroes.”36 Therefore, for Said, exile itself is necessarily secular. This secularity is exilic in that it interrogates the status quo and remains permanently “on the other side of power.”37 Not only does it free the individual from the authority of religious institutions, in the usual sense of the term, but it also liberates from the sentimental attachments to and the apologetic worship of any form of ideology or belonging. Hence, secularity is the state of being untamed by power, the foremost role for the intellectual.38 Said often quoted a line by the English poet Gerard Manley Hopkins to describe this posture, capturing his perpetual state of criticism: “all things counter, original, spare, strange.”39

Consequently, Vico’s secular criticism became a hallmark of Said’s philosophy. By highlighting the centrality of human agency in making and interpreting history, Said distinguished between beginnings and origins—the former being historical, dynamic, and secular and the latter being ahistoric, latent, and divine.40 Beginnings invited critique and engagement, whereas origins drew preconditional passivity and compliance. Yet for Said, neither was beyond criticism. Belonging and affiliation did not overrule the ability to deconstruct, which explains his desire to witness a Palestinian state in order to critique it.41

The Saidian secular critic sees action as a dialectical negotiation, fluctuating and swaying to and fro in a gradual process of development and knowledge acquisition. His is not a systematized body of theory and method. This view gives rise to contradictions and inconsistencies. As Aamir Mufti has written, “Secular criticism does not imply the rejection of universalism per se. It implies a scrupulous recognition that all claims of a universal nature are particular claims.”42 While Said neither privileged nor attacked the culture or tradition of any society, his intonations remind us that tradition can be repressive.43 When one focuses on praising and demeaning, one loses the space to read histories critically within their social, political, and economic contexts. Nationalism, dogmatism, and universalism all simplify historic narratives by sacrificing context, manipulating experience, drawing borders, normalizing distinctions, and erecting fences between “civilizations,” creating apartheids and interventionist politics. The issues that Said raised about narration remain urgent, offering a self-challenge to pose queries that strip the shroud off power: Who writes? Why? For whom? And in what circumstances?44

In his criticisms, Said did not silence or censor but rather disrupted the order that empires build to legitimize their domination and unsettled their sphere of comfort. Simplification commodifies the self and the other, through lax dehistoricization and social decontextualization, by venerating classic texts and creating simple formulas for mass consumption.45 Those formulas of domination, a symptom of imperial endeavors, coercively dissipate people’s right to agency and their will to change and re-create their histories as continuous, democratic, and secular processes. The colossal task of reversing power’s erosion of collective memory and simplification of histories and peoples (as “authors” of history) remains the prime duty of both the intellectual and the humanist. Stathis Gourgouris goes as far as to assert that by exposing power, Said’s urgent intellectual legacy is the “resistance to amnesia.”46

Secular criticism is not a procedural trait but a permanent mode defined by action. Said’s is a space of considerable loneliness and solitude, a perpetual state of criticism that is interminably in exile.

The Amateur Humanist

Alongside Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Homi Bhabha, Said is widely credited with infusing epistemic purpose and discursive coherence into postcolonial studies. Although Orientalism was its founding text, Said maintained a distance from the label of “postcolonial” and indeed defied it, as he did all categorical identifications that he viewed as theoretically limiting and intellectually confining.47 By discarding all labels and transcending academic disciplinism, he spoke against professionalism and expertise, encouraging a rebuke of the canonical coziness of specialization.48 Across his oeuvre runs a counternarrative that contests simplified taxonomies, convenient identification, and the theoretical predictability of dogmatism. This resistance is a condition of the Saidian approach and explains his affinity for and commitment to divergent conceptual modalities, literary traditions, intellectual camps, and philosophical schools, none of which he sought to inhabit or defined as a home. By resisting labels, the strict Saidian constantly vacillates between modernism and postmodernism, between Conrad and Mahfouz, Yeats and Darwish, Chomsky and Foucault, Wagner and Umm Kulthum, and between public activism and the meditative and idiomatic abstraction of academia. Said gently carved out a space at the locale of confluence, the realm of the hybrid, and the state of in-betweenness.

Said argued that the critic should separate the work being examined from the personal conviction of its creator. This separation allows one to appreciate, understand, and learn from a person who might disagree with one’s moral, ideological, or personal grounds. He exemplified this commitment when he supported Israeli maestro Daniel Barenboim’s appreciation of Wagner.49 Moreover, he felt compelled to acknowledge and appreciate style and aesthetics, as he did in his writings on Joseph Conrad and Jane Austen.50 Said’s appreciation for literature did not extend to romanticizing it, which would have called for denying the political realities of empire at the time of a work’s composition. One of the axioms of what he called his “contemporary reality” was the blurring of distinctions between “pure and political knowledge.”51 Through this hermeneutics of literature, critics need to place works of fiction in historical context. By extension, they have a duty to express narratives representing subaltern cultures and histories while preserving the ability to critique them as works of literature: he maintained that “no one has ever devised a method for detaching the scholar from . . . his involvement . . . with a class, a set of beliefs, a social position . . . or of being a member of a society.”52

Over time, as Said committed his voice in the arena of cultural politics, he gravitated away from the type of professionalism that automatizes and impoverishes criticism. Having pioneered the critique of identity discourses in colonial enterprises generally and their Orientalist varieties specifically, Said later decried the tendency of discourse analysis to shun humanism.53 He described his intellectual stance as a “perpetual state of beginning” that at its core is amateurish—where the intellectual endeavor is “fuelled by care and affection rather than by profit and selfish narrow specialization.”54 This amateurism is also exilic as it is apart from the professional cults that are exploitable by the establishment. For one whose writings shifted disciplines and inspired others, Said’s relationship to intellectual authority was that of an “unrewarded, amateurish conscience” rather than that of a “professional supplicant.”55

Said’s hermaneutic method is dialectical yet holistic in its critique: the aesthetic and the political are not separated but can be viewed both in unison and in contrast. The contrapuntal reading of colonial literature abounds in Said’s work. Achebe asserted that one should not read Conrad’s Heart of Darkness because it dehumanizes Africans.56 Although Said agreed with Achebe’s characterization of dehumanization, he argued that a critic can historicize the text only through engagement with it, thereby acknowledging both its intention and its aesthetic.57

To Said, the aesthetics of a work can be both contradictory and complementary, allowing the juxtaposition of oppositional narratives. Perhaps Said’s fascination with the European classical musical tradition and the centrality of polyphony and counterpoint in his vernacular informed his humanistic ideals. He used these terms often when discussing political issues, suggesting that harmony is attainable only through a multiplicity of voices or instruments, each group playing differently yet coming together in an integrated, complex musical composition. Said committed his final years to the West-Eastern Divan, a youth orchestra he founded in 1999 with his friend Israeli-Argentinian composer and pianist Daniel Barenboim. The project brings together young Palestinian, Israeli, and Arab classical musicians to study, rehearse, and perform together.58 The hope is that the common goal of practicing a composition together and performing in concert will for a moment enable the musicians to transcend the enmity they have developed while growing up in their respective communities. Although Said did not expect the Divan to change political disparities or the deeply rooted prejudices in both societies, it remains an oasis of communal contact, a symbol of coexistence, a collaborative effort to experience worldly aesthetics, and a break in the thick walls erected to separate two societies with “overlapping territories, intertwined histories,” and a common destiny.59

Like the Divan, convening seemingly conflicting political and social dimensions emphasizes the indelibility of belonging.60 Despite his commitment to the Palestinian struggle for justice and self-determination, Said paved bridges between intellectuals, artists, and ordinary Jews inside and outside of Israel. Dichotomies of good and bad, black and white, us and them were absent from Said’s lexicon. His ability to bring together opposites and embrace the irreconcilable nuances of experience was a mark of Said’s personal, academic, and political expressions. Yet he did not shy away from leveling damning critiques at sloppy minimizing theses such as Samuel Huntington’s “Clash of Civilizations,” Francis Fukuyama’s End of History, and Bernard Lewis’s “The Roots of Muslim Rage” and What Went Wrong?61 His warning about the “seductive degradation of knowledge, of any knowledge, anywhere, at any time” is still resonant today.62

Said’s unfinished work is in persuading intellectuals to heed the call to universal humanism by tearing open the canon to allow texts from multiple traditions, cultures, and locales to commune alongside the Western classics.63 In making the case for this expansion, Said preached a reconciliatory cosmopolitanism that bridges cultural fissures and sutures “civilizational” cleavages. This spirit of coexistence was evident in his efforts to synergize Palestinian and Jewish identities through mutual recognition of suffering and dehumanization. He often said that “Palestinians were the victims of the victims,” suggesting that Jews were best acquainted with and potentially most empathetic to the suffering of Palestinians.64 Despite the numbing monoliths of nationalism, Said’s Palestine symbolized confluence and consilience. Thus, humanism was the embodiment of counterpoint—the harmony of the discordant.

Said’s last writings, including On Late Style, increasingly embraced the stylistics of criticism, both implicit and explicit. In these works, his dialogic inventiveness is theoretically unhoused (beyond the descriptors of modernity and poststructuralism). His discussion of Adorno, Mann, Cavafy, Beethoven, Mozart, Bach, Wagner, and Glenn Gould explains the anachronisms and anomalies of creative aesthetic expression during the twilight of life. Said argues that the conditions of lateness often precipitate stylistic virtuosity, rendering the author an amateur intellectual who interrupts prevailing conventions.65 He reanimates Vico, Auerbach, Rembrandt, Kierkegaard, Ibn Khaldun, Gramsci, Foucault, Garibaldi, and Verdi to emancipate virtuosity and innovation from their pragmatic confinement—revealing their unconventionality and innovativeness and perhaps embodying the exiled exigencies of Said’s own late style.66 His final works, published in two posthumous volumes, gravitate between the contradictory goals of resuscitating a modernist humanism and celebrating the intransigence of amateurism—perhaps engendering Said’s unrestrained virtuosity.67

FROM REPRESENTATION TO EMANCIPATION

The purpose of the intellectual’s societal obligation and responsibility is an axiomatic commitment. This view is central to identifying the metatheoretical paradigms that inform the Saidian method. In much of his writings, Said contended with, exposed, and articulated representation as the notion with the most precarious connection to empowerment. In his view, representation could at once advocate for and disenfranchise emancipatory projects. From the core thematic of literary authorship that he explored in Beginnings and the notion of “counterpoint” in his treatises on music, to collective memory in Palestinian life, Said put forth the unequivocal principle that enfranchising emancipation must be coupled with dignifying representation if it is to be fully actualized. For Said, the act of representation is reductive and violent, dismembering and often disempowering the subject of representation.68 The façade of representation, which appears tranquil, smooth, resolved, and often spectacular—suggesting control and definition—contrasts with the process that produced it. This process infantilizes the subject to the diminutive form and augments the representational image by decontextualizing, dehistoricizing, objectifying, and castrating it. Not only is representation incapable of capturing the cumulative nature of the represented, Said insists “no process of converting experience into expression could be free of contamination.”69

A key goal of representation is to ready an expression for the sole purpose of consumption, where it is domesticated and rendered safe for assimilation into the self. Said described such domestication during his upbringing in colonial schools reproduced imperial society’s representation of Arab history and cultural enclaves as inferior to those of the West. The activity of posing for a family photograph became more about performing identity than about capturing reality (the family’s genuine attempt to embody and espouse a European livelihood).

Decrying the earliest examples of representation in his personal life, Said shared in Out of Place his father’s “unforgiving optical grid,” which attempted to project the image of a perfect family in all photographs and videos.70 He described some of these family photo sessions as “agonizingly long and maddeningly finicky.”71 In this personal history as well as his critique of Orientalism and mediated/visual depictions of Arabness, Islam, and Palestinians, Said lamented the extent to which representational forms such as photography ignore the immediate and fragment lived experience and the memory of it. For Said, photography was more about omission than inclusion, highlighting very little at the expense of much.

Although Said acknowledged the essentialization inherent in photographic imagery, he also recognized that, despite this amputated nature, it provided the only explicit documentation of memory, particularly in the case of the Palestinian experience. The images of his family, as Said attests in After the Last Sky, embody family photography as a historical testament, reconstructing Palestine in exile and telling of a Palestinian condition that might otherwise go forgotten.72 For instance, Said’s revisiting of Nazareth as described and narrated via familial memories and refracted through an intertwined history is a meditation on a now-bifurcated, yet confusingly familiar, half-Arab, half-Jewish town.73

Photography is a double-edged sword, with the representative image simultaneously conveying both hegemonic and counterhegemonic messages. The photograph is a site where “representation swallows the native up” and provides an opportunity for her rebirth. After the Last Sky is Said’s exercise of “critical nostalgia,” in which representation and narration converge to allow recognition of the excluded.74 Here Said illustrates the infinite fracture of exiled memory. However, Said’s critique of representation, especially in the context of patriarchal imperial conquest and cultural digestion, did not alter his understanding of representation as essential to social existence. The tragedy of Palestine is the victorious rendering of the invisible present, whereby resistance is born out of the mere appearance of the Palestinian.75

Representation is at once unavoidable and necessary, as are all units of embodiment and expression, with language being the precursor. Said exposed the disenfranchisement of the other that occurs in representation by authoritative power centers. This default system prohibits any intervention by those being represented and contrasts radically with the alternative system of representation that Said advocated: open-ended, collaborative, communal, interactive, egalitarian, refractory, noncoercive, nonhierarchical, and participatory. His idealized conception of representation combined the cultural critique advocated by Stuart Hall with the dissident self-representational qualities of subjects’ participatory action suggested by Fanon and Paulo Freire.76

Said leveled his critique at the media and institutions of cultural production by identifying their unparalleled reach, monopolistic domination, and ability to “create” and craft “reality.” These institutions enshrine and uphold a hegemonic media structure, format, and style that systematically commodify, decontextualize, and simplify all forms of discourse. As a result, they sharply curtail the possibilities of interjecting or reversing the flow, to the disadvantage of citizenship, cosmopolitanism, and dignified representation for their subjects. Said is somewhat Chomskyan in his discussion of the disparaging ways in which U.S. news media represent and disenfranchise Muslims, Arabs, and their heritage. He decries the fact that the cult of expertise, the cadres of self-professed authorities, and a small group of opportunist native informants are able to uphold a systematized structure that objectifies entire regions, nations, communities, creeds, and ethnicities beyond mediated remedy.77 Through the mythology of press freedom and openness, the media further Orientalize the other—notably “colored” peoples or various resistance narratives—by arguing that these have an innate propensity for self-victimization that allows them to exploit the innocent and well-meaning Western media to further their agendas of plight. Beyond the deconstruction of these media discourses and representations, Said saw an urgent need to investigate and expose the “media conglomerates” and institutions that facilitate “pacification, the depoliticization of ordinary life, as well as the encouragement and refinement of consumer appetites.”78

Said broke with Adorno, Horkheimer, Althusser, Jameson, and Chomsky by asserting the subvertability of these cultural industries and systems of power domination. Although the military-industrial complex infuses the institutions of mediated production with ideology and purpose, he agreed with Raymond Williams that these metalevel epistemologies are not ontologically fixed and are therefore subject to reconfiguration and dismantling.79 In a Gramscian sense, Said believed in the potential of humanistic critical analysis and participatory resistance to intervene and transform. He embodied this belief as a vocal critic of the monolithic, myopic, and dehumanizing representation of all forms of Palestinian nationalist expression. By demystifying such authoritarian discourses, Said’s writings on Palestine ruptured the seemingly harmonious, routinized, and reliable repertory on Palestinianness, unsettling the dominant paradigm, illuminating the contrapuntal nature of self-representation, and permitting dissent.80

This subversive humanist role for alternative media can challenge authority: “We today are abetted by the enormously encouraging democratic field of cyberspace, open to all users in ways undreamt of by earlier generations either of tyrants or of orthodoxies.”81 He appreciated this in the integral relationship between the global anti-Iraq war protests and alternative information, with the latter serving as an avenue for public exposure.

By deconstructing systems of discursive power, à la Foucault, and then in his work on the West-Eastern Divan and in Palestinian representation work such as After the Last Sky, Said took it upon himself to alter the language of self-embodiment. The subalterity of those inherently disenfranchised from centers of power leaves them meager opportunities for narration. In an act of defiance, Said encouraged narrative discourse on Palestinian identity and became arguably the most influential voice on Palestine through his writings and his ability to inspire and encourage others. His numerous reviews of works by Arab authors and by corrective revisionist thinkers—including Ahdaf Soueif’s In the Eye of the Sun, Ghada Karmi’s In Search of Fatima, Mourid Barghouti’s I Saw Ramallah, and Joe Sacco’s Palestine—countered the mainstream discourse on Palestine and beyond by calling attention to narratives from the standpoint of the victims.82

Hence, by questioning representation, Orientalism and Culture and Imperialism served as texts of liberation and emancipation, both of the colonized and the colonial mind-sets. Like Frantz Fanon, who identified with foreigners when he was in Martinique and with the colony when in France, Said’s vociferous critique of both the colonial and the postcolonial marked a departure from the intellectual politics of allegiance.83 Instead he spent much of his time disentangling and subverting orthodoxies and dogmas, changing the canonical landscape of various academic disciplines along the way and “de-Orienting” Middle Eastern studies.84

The language of justice, human rights, and dissent is often hijacked and co-opted by the establishment. Once the language has been coerced and given new meaning, the intellectual is often left powerless, without the lexical arsenal to speak “truth to power.” To refute this practice and regain control of the language, Said sounded the alarm about the ability of power to manufacture collective memory loss through its systematic processes of obfuscation. For him, the continuation and ossification of Orientalist worldviews—from colonial magisterial notes to abuses at Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo—were the greatest threats to memory. In a Gramscian sense, the intellectuals of today’s imperial project continue to manufacture consent and identity through abstractions and simplification. In response to an interviewer’s question about U.S. President George W. Bush’s dichotomization of the world, Said asserted, “The fact that anyone can talk in such huge abstractions—‘America’ or ‘Islam’—makes me want to puncture their pomposity.”85 To restore this memory, he advocated a nuanced critique of the ideological landscape, a ceaseless interrogation of its institutionalizing amnesia, and a disruption of the mechanisms of collective dispossession.

Although his earlier writings were as political as Orientalism and were also the subject of debate and contestation, they did not reach beyond literary criticism circles. However, by the time his trilogy had been published—Orientalism, The Question of Palestine, and Covering Islam—Edward Said had assumed the role of public intellectual and had begun making ripples beyond his discipline, drawing comrades and antagonists alike. His sobering deconstruction of Orientalist discourse, the soundness of his argumentation, the meticulously exhaustive rigor of his analysis, and the pervasive longevity of his opinions have occasionally prompted myopic and counterintuitive efforts to render him irrelevant or to discredit the premise of his treatment in Orientalism. As the book etched its place among the iconic canonical texts of critical intellectual writing in the twentieth century, attacks and efforts to demonize Said became more persistent and irrational, seeking to minimize and essentialize him and his ideas.

Said had an acute ability to interpret, assess and explain the perpetual chorus of reproduced, repackaged, and redistributed discourses whose disparagingly Orientalist intonations misrepresented him by decontextualizing his person, his project, and his work. Despite such efforts, more than thirty years since its publication, his landmark work Orientalism remains more relevant than ever.86 The frequent ad hominem attacks on Said, which continue today and grossly distort his work, justify an effort to situate and historicize him and his oeuvre in the humanistic manner he both employed and emulated. This commitment has become even more important in recent years as some overzealous critics have moved beyond the realm of discourse and attempted to curtail free thought in academia. Suppression has come in the form of self-fulfilling tirades of derisive expressions propagated by pseudo-academic commissars whose efforts have served to suffocate nuance and democratic principles.87

Nonetheless, Said’s criticism will outlive its most vocal detractors. This volume does not aim to counter these concerted attacks. Rather Said’s methodical resistance to and abhorrence of essentialization are themselves the best counterpoint to the discourses that seek to undermine and misrepresent his work. The universality of the social justice issues to which he was so committed and the sensitivity with which he spoke on politics stand as the greatest indictments of paternalistic thinking.

THE BOOK

All representation affects the ability to achieve emancipation, and every emancipatory project must engage and problematize representation. Said’s exploration of the intellectual reflected a degree of self-examination. For him, intellectualism carried the dual responsibility of championing corrective representation and committing to emancipation. In this regard, Said animated the nomadic qualities of the exiled intellectual, for whom secular criticism evokes the amateurism of humanistic engagement—a necessary precursor to exposing the disparaging language of representation and pursuing dignified emancipation.

This volume is an attempt to underline the chiasmata in Said’s work and to see beyond the simplistic compartmentalization of his contribution so that we may improve our understanding of his project. The purpose is not to insinuate discipleship, evoke uncritical sympathy, or sacrifice nuance in search of accessibility.88 Rather we hope the essays here will demystify particular aspects of Said’s work and thereby widen the audience for his message. Given that Said was himself an uncompromising critic of orthodoxy, dogmatism, and deification, we have no intention of essentializing or objectifying him; rather we hope that this volume will problematize more than commemorate his contribution.

This collection of essays offers a broad discussion of Said’s intellectual legacy, viewing it through the prism of the thinkers, critics, writers, and activists who know his work intimately. It expands the analysis of Said beyond disciplinary boundaries, drawing on his own expansive intellectual terrain and influences and seeking to chart the impact of his criticism. The book attempts to define the line of thinking now described as “Saidian.” Just as his work traverses borders, the authors in this volume cross disciplinary boundaries. They are anthropologists, cultural critics, media scholars, feminist theorists, international lawyers, literary critics, and activists. The breadth of the contributions is a testament to Said’s creative capacities and his universal relevance.

The book has three thematic sections, each exploring a trajectory of Said’s oeuvre and its intersections with various currents in his quest to engage and critique representation and emancipation. The first focuses on Said’s engagement with aesthetics and the colony through the prism of representation, from literary and poetic expression to musical composition and performance. The second group of essays examines Said’s poignant observations and meditations on Palestine, Israel, Zionism, and the politics of dispossession. The final essays explore his extensive musings on and embodiment of intellectualism, charting the challenges, conditions, and commitments of the Saidian intellectual at the margins.

During the five years of this book’s development, it has taken us on a journey to many cities for interviews, conferences, and meetings. In an attempt to retrace Said’s footsteps, and to better explore and express the Saidian utterance, we traveled to Jerusalem, New York, London, Paris, Boston, Istanbul, Alexandria, Chicago, and Berlin. The journey commenced in Cairo because no place seemed more suitable to embark from than the city he loved so dearly but felt like a stranger in. However, more than half a century after his departure from Cairo, Said’s intellectual footprints are now discernible in downtown literary gatherings. Even Shalaby’s seemingly autobiographical novel Wekalet ‘Attiya explains his affinity for Said as it mirrors exile in the voice and experiences of its shanty-dwelling protagonist.89 Shalaby’s anonymous narrator, in his struggle to situate his agency on the margins of multiple locales, identities, and literacies, is a Saidian nomad par excellence—from his dislocation and improvisation to his amateurism and criticism. Ironically, it is in the uncompromising and unresolved underbelly of Cairo—Said’s first site of estrangement in a lifetime of exile—that his intellectual legacy now finds an embracing “home.”
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Affiliating with Edward Said

Joseph Massad

Perhaps one of the more important principles that Edward Said abided by in his life and career was the centrality of his role as secular critic. He saw criticism as constitutive of the life of the intellectual, who must “speak truth to power.” Indeed, it was his commitment to persistent criticism as a basis for thinking that made him so controversial, whether in the United States, Europe, or the Arab world. Said insisted on affiliative forms of intellectual belonging and community in the expansive sense of the term, forsaking filiative forms as too limiting. The intellectuals and political figures with whom he affiliated and the ideas to which he sought to belong guided his intellectual project of reading and interpreting not only the modern experience of colonizing and colonized subjects but also the way in which both informed his own intellectual constitution and production.

Said believed that the life of an intellectual should be that of a migrant and an exile. He used the term exile in a metaphorical sense, referring not to leaving one’s physical home but rather to leaving the conventions and accepted truths of one’s community, insistently criticizing these truths, and not shrinking from addressing the failures of one’s audience, no matter how powerful. In his view, intellectuals must be outsiders “so far as privileges, powers and honors, are concerned.”1 While respectful of religion as a personal relationship to the metaphysical, Said was a committed secularist in his intellectual life. He insisted on being politically godless in an age dominated by the worship of political deities—the “West,” Soviet Communism, U.S. imperialism, nationalisms of all varieties, to name the most prominent. His political atheism, however, was not equivalent to neutrality; rather it was an insistent critical stance toward all political religions. He mocked the rites and rituals staged by worshippers of such gods and insisted that these were proof of moral bankruptcy.

Said used the ideas and philosophies associated with these gods but refused to accede to their terms of worship and conversion. This stance was to become his hallmark. Commitment to secular criticism for him was consistent with his conviction that these gods always fail to deliver on their promises and that intellectual life must be lived according to the understanding that “situations are contingent, not . . . inevitable . . . the result of a series of historical choices made by men and women, . . . facts of society made by human beings, and not . . . natural or God-given, therefore unchangeable, permanent, irreversible.”2

In this sense, Said resisted being enclosed by any type of society, including—and especially—nationality: “Does the fact of nationality commit the individual intellectual . . . to the public mood for reasons of solidarity, primordial loyalty, or national patriotism? Or can a better case be made for the intellectual as a dissenter from the corporate ensemble?”3 He expected such dissent from Palestinian as well as American intellectuals. “The history of thought, to say nothing of political movements, is extravagantly illustrative of how the dictum ‘solidarity before criticism,’ means the end of criticism. I take criticism so seriously as to believe that, even in the very midst of battle in which one is unmistakably on one side against another, there should be criticism, because there must be critical consciousness if there are to be issues, problems, values, even lives to be fought for.”4

Said took this dictum to heart in addressing the politics of Palestinian liberation, posing autocritique as central to its success. In this vein, he launched his attack against the Oslo capitulation. His commitment to the rights of the Palestinian people mobilized his hostility to what he rightly predicted would be the Bantustan solution signed in Oslo and celebrated on the White House lawn. The subsequent metamorphosis of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) into the Palestinian Authority (PA), from a liberation movement into a police authority subcontracted to the Israeli occupation, confirmed his predictions. Moreover, Oslo marked another transformation—with a number of well-known Palestinian intellectuals switching allegiance from national liberation to what came to be known as political pragmatism. They suspended their critical faculties in the name of pragmatism and national unity and were paid handsomely by the PA’s new funders. Some quit academic jobs to become full-time advisors to Arafat and his ministers in the PA.5 This was the fate that Said had feared would befall intellectuals whose vocation was not based on secular criticism.

Said insisted that the intellectual be an amateur, not a professional. He objected to the professional intellectual who views her or his work “as something you do for a living, between the hours of nine and five, with one eye on the clock, and another cocked at what is considered to be proper, professional behavior—not rocking the boat, not straying outside the accepted paradigms or limits, making yourself marketable and above all presentable, hence uncontroversial and unpolitical and ‘objective.’ ”6 The intellectual amateur, for Said, was “someone who considers that to be a thinking and concerned member of a society one is entitled to raise moral issues at the heart of even the most technical and professionalized activity as it involves one’s country, its power, its mode of interacting with its citizens as well as with other societies.”7 The intellectual as amateur, he insisted, should be able to go beyond the professional routine of doing what she or he is supposed to do by asking “why one does it, who benefits from it, how can it reconnect with a personal project and original thoughts.”8

TRAVELING ORIENTALISM

For Said, these ideas about intellectual life were not merely musings but a way of life. Perhaps the best exemplar of his desire to unsettle rather than to accommodate his audience is Orientalism. When the book came out thirty years ago, few books unraveled the archeology of Western identity the way Orientalism did. Said’s book ingeniously exposed the connections, relationships, modulations, and displacements in Orientalism’s production of an Orient that was a ruse for the production of the Occident. If, as Frantz Fanon argued, “Europe is literally the creation of the Third World,” Said elaborated on that brilliant summation.9 Thus, for him, Orientalism was never about the Orient and its identity and culture but about the production of the West and its identity and culture—in short, “a kind of Western projection”; the West could not exist if the East were not invented as its antithesis, its opposite, its other.10

Edward Said’s Orientalism excavated a Western epistemological mode of production that projected an Oriental other from its own interiority, externalizing and banishing this other outside the European self as it sought to define itself. The book also tracked the travels of the discipline of Orientalism from Europe to America, where it was “degraded”—a fate that Said predicted would be the fate of much traveling theory. In a much-celebrated essay on this idea, Said wrote that degradation does not have a “moral implication, but rather . . . conveys the lowering of color, the greater degree of distance, the loss of immediate force.”11 If Orientalism (the discipline) in Europe exemplified a type of erudite and sophisticated imperial knowledge, in America, it was degraded to charlatanism.

Said’s role as anthropologist of Europe—its cultures, arts, and literatures—catapulted him to the forefront of knowledge production in the Western academy. His book also enraged his detractors, who were appalled by his presumed insolence in subjecting white Europeans to an Oriental gaze. In undertaking his study of Europe, Said, true to his method and contrary to traditional European scholarship on non-Europeans, did not objectify the European but held himself accountable to the very people and cultures he studied and wrote about. This approach is the exact opposite of what Orientalists (and most Western anthropologists) do when they study non-Europeans. As Said wrote, “The Orientalist can imitate the Orient without the opposite being true. What he says about the Orient is therefore to be understood as description obtained in a one-way exchange: as they spoke and behaved, he observed and wrote down. His power was to have existed amongst them as a native speaker, as it were, and also as a secret writer. And what he wrote was intended as useful knowledge, not for them, but for Europe and its various disseminative institutions.”12 Said’s refusal to objectify what he sought to know was precisely why so many Americans and Europeans engaged with and responded to his ideas.

In his partial reversal of European ontological authority, wherein Said, the Oriental, acted as a subject studying Europe and Europeans, Said was careful not to fall into the trap of “Occidentalism,” which critics like Sadiq Jalal al-’Azm incorrectly attributed to him.13 Indeed, even were Said to have objectified the Occident, Occidentalism could not have been the result, given the global racial arrangement of hegemony, control, and power. Orientalism is the discourse of the powerful; the weak lack the power to formulate dominating objectifying discourses, whether of the Occidentalist or any other variety.

The critics most discomfited by Orientalism were those who maintained that Said never spoke of the “real Orient.”14 In enacting his critique, Said indeed refused to play the role of native informant, which many critics wanted him to assume. They saw this refusal as arrogance, the willfulness of a subject daring to focus his piercing, albeit nonobjectifying, gaze on Europeans and their systems of thought. Orientalism therefore aroused hostility not only because of its method or political critique but also because of the ontological anxiety it induced in Euro-American critics, as much today as when it first appeared in 1978. Moreover, Said well understood that the “Orient” was a category invented by Orientalism, and he saw any attempt to describe a “real” Orient as destined to reinscribe itself within Orientalist discourse. His solution was simple: critical intellectuals must throw the category of “Orient” into the dustbin of history, rather than try to “represent” it “truthfully.”

Shattering the European monopoly on dictating subject-object positions, Orientalism traveled across disciplines, geographies, and histories. I address each briefly in the paragraphs below.

In traveling through academe, Orientalism’s method and epistemological critique were taken up by a number of disciplines, ranging from feminism and gender studies to anthropology, comparative literature, and cultural and postcolonial studies (the latter owes its existence to Said’s contributions).15 In Said’s method, the gaze of the other turned around to investigate not only how the other was produced but also how the European self (itself based on many local elisions) was engineered as the universal self. The vigor of Said’s method and its ontological boldness were appropriated readily and radicalized, allowing for the study not of blackness but of whiteness, not of femininity but of masculinity, not of homosexuality but of heterosexuality. If Frantz Fanon radicalized George Lukács, as Said observed in “Traveling Theory Reconsidered,” Said’s own traveling Orientalism has been generative of similar radicalization.16

In Middle East studies, Orientalism’s legacy has been its political critique, not its method. Thus, scores of books on the Middle East have paid homage to Said’s work even as they have proceeded with business as usual, Orientalist epistemology and all. For the most part, Orientalism remains poorly understood, if not misunderstood altogether, within Middle East studies. Fred Halliday, for example, one of the better-known European Middle East scholars, believes that Said’s book simply “identified” the “contestable” claim that there exists “a widespread and pervasive single error at the core of a range of literature.”17 In fact, the concept of error is foreign to Said’s approach; for him, Orientalism was neither a positive nor a positivist project. This fact has apparently eluded many in the field.

Orientalism has also traveled outside America to Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin America. It has traveled in translation and as a method. Upon its publication in the Arab world in 1981, it became an event, just as it had in America and Europe. Indeed, Orientalism and Said’s subsequent translated books became part of ongoing Arab intellectual debates not only about Western representations but also about Arab literary production itself.18 In contrast, some of Said’s Western and neoliberal Arab critics suggested that because the book had attracted nativists of all shapes and colors, it was “Occidentalist” and “Khumeiniyist.”19 Said’s hostility to nativist appropriations notwithstanding, such critics refused to acknowledge the novelty of Orientalism in its new cultural context. Since the nineteenth century, most Arab travelers to Europe had been writing about Europeans in Arabic for an Arab audience. These writers included the nineteenth-century educator Rifa’ah al-Tahtawi and the literary genius Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq. Both accepted Europe as the new locus of civilization and believed that its identity and that of the Arab East were of a different order. Their books were judged by normative Arab values of the period. Said’s Orientalism exploded the notion of Orient and Occident; addressed the subjects of its study, Europeans, in one of their own languages; and evaluated them by their own normative evaluative criteria. The book’s major achievements in the Arab world were to uncover the production of the European self to an Arab audience that had largely been exposed to European adulatory views of Europeans and to reveal Europeans’ production, not merely their representation, of the Oriental.

Orientalism also traveled across time. Thirty years and myriad editions later, it remains in demand. In light of such peregrinations, it is instructive to subject the book to Said’s own remarks about “traveling theory.” Has Orientalism, which is admittedly both theory and criticism, in traveling across time, left its conditions of production and the normative values of its immediate environment to another time, with its own power relations and normative values? It seems to me that this would indeed be the case were it not for a crucial difference—namely, that the conditions and normative values that governed the writing and publication of Orientalism in 1978 have changed very little, except in certain corridors of the academy. Orientalism was written a decade after the June 1967 war pushed Orientalist discourse to the forefront in America and Europe. If, on the morrow of that war, the Daily Telegraph could declare Israel’s conquest of the remainder of Palestine and parts of Syria and Egypt as the “triumph of the civilized,” the ongoing battles in which America is engaged today can still be seen as part of the “civilized world’s” continuous crusades against the uncivilized.20 Although the academic value of Orientalism and recognition of Said have appreciated considerably since 1978, so has the Orientalism to which Said applied his analytical gaze.

We are today in a battle for domination by a superpower that insists on seeing the Orient Orientalistically while itself reflecting all that it finds offensive about this fantastical Orient. If the Oriental bin Laden’s logic was that the sacrifice of innocent civilians was justifiable in the service of defeating tyranny, George W. Bush and his cohorts used the same logic in sacrificing many more innocent civilians in Afghanistan and Iraq. If bin Laden is condemned for his religious obscurantism and his belief that God is on his side against the infidels, Bush and his cabal of officials and pundits professed that God was on their side against the evil of the uncivilized. If the Oriental Saddam was feared because of his potential use of (nowhere-to-be-found) weapons of mass destruction against the civilized, Bush was willing to use such weapons against civilians to rid the civilized of the Oriental despot. In this sense, as Arundhati Roy has argued, Bush and bin Laden are each other’s doppelgängers.21 Thus, if Orientalism holds the Arab and Muslim worlds to be static, unchanging, frozen in time, it remains blind to the fact that its own categories and epistemology stand frozen in a time warp.

Although circumstances have changed measurably in the Western academy in the past third century, few circumstances have changed outside it. Orientalism has traveled the past thirty years and will continue to travel precisely because the conditions of its production remain unchanged (except in their local details and permutations). The persistence of Orientalism as epistemology has made the book’s main goal of demystifying and decoding a Euro-American system of thought as valuable as ever in resisting this increasingly administered and terrorized world.

Said once asked, “What happens to a theory when it moves from one place to another . . . what happens to it when, in different circumstances, and for new reasons, it is used again and, in still more different circumstances, again? What can this tell us about theory itself—its limits, its possibilities, its inherent problems—and what can it suggest to us about the relationship between theory and criticism, on the one hand, and society and culture on the other?”22 Readers’ continuing and growing engagement with Orientalism is in itself an answer to Said’s important query.

PALESTINE FROM THE STANDPOINT OF EDWARD SAID

If Walter Benjamin thought that “there is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism” and Theodor Adorno insisted that barbarism was internal rather than external to European culture, Said asserted that European culture was defined fundamentally by (though not necessarily reducible to) the colonial venture it unleashed outward.23 Because of this view, a number of neoconservative members of American academe portray Said as dangerous. The neocons may be right in one sense, for Said’s thought is indeed dangerous to those seeking to administer culture, given that much of his work continuously cultivates communities of resistance to self-appointed cultural arbiters. This is precisely what compels Said’s enemies to seek to silence his voice.

But if Orientalism unsettled people in power, whether in academic life or, increasingly, in political life (recent congressional hearings included discussions of the corrupting influence of Said’s Orientalism on university students), Said’s work and advocacy for the Palestinian cause earned him the enmity of far greater numbers, including fanatics who threatened his life and burned his office. Said’s defense of Palestinian rights was never bound by worship at the altar of nationalism, but the opposite: his refusal to accept that Zionism, as a form of nationalism and colonialism, should be a god for intellectuals. He was a good student of Jewish history and spoke regularly, and in the same breath, about historical Jewish suffering and contemporary Palestinian suffering. The fact of nationality never limited his sympathy for oppressed Jews, any more than his secularism and refusal to worship the god of nationalism limited his defense of Palestinians’ struggle against their Zionist oppressors.

Edward Said was born in Jerusalem, but this biographical fact merely made Palestine a point of origin for him. Indeed, Said disliked the idea of origins. For him, Palestine became a point of departure, or more precisely a “beginning,” rather than an origin, a notion he associated with the theological and which therefore had little purchase in his decidedly secular life. For Edward Said, “Beginning is basically an activity which ultimately implies return and repetition rather than simple linear accomplishment, that beginning and beginning-again are historical while origins are divine, that a beginning not only creates but is its own method because it has intention. In short, beginning is making or producing difference . . . which is the result of combining the already-familiar with the fertile novelty of human work in language. . . . Thus beginnings confirm, rather than discourage, a radical severity and verify evidence of at least some innovation—of having begun.”24 Palestine was a beginning for Said because it involved his active intention: “Between the word beginning and the word origin lies a constantly changing system of meanings . . . I use beginning as having the more active meaning, and origin the more passive one: Thus ‘X is the origin of Y,’ while ‘the beginning A leads to B.’ ” Said believed that “ideas about origins, because of their passivity, are put to uses . . . [that] ought to be avoided.”25

It is because of such uses that Said did not originate in Palestine but rather began with it. This distinction is crucial because, as he wrote, “Beginning has influences upon what follows from it: in the paradoxical manner, then, according to which beginnings as events are not necessarily confined to the beginning, we realize that a major shift in perspective and knowledge has taken place. The state of mind that is concerned with origins is . . . theological. By contrast, and this is the shift, beginnings are eminently secular, or gentile, continuing activities. . . . Whereas an origin centrally dominates what derives from it, the beginning (especially the modern beginning), encourages non-linear development, a logic giving rise to the sort of multileveled coherence of dispersion we find . . . in the text of modern writers.”26 How then did Said begin? How did Palestine begin for him? How did he begin in and decidedly with Palestine?

Although Said came late to publishing his ideas about musical counterpoint as the basis of reading texts and analyzing historical events (in Culture and Imperialism), he had internalized this method much earlier in his scholarship, most eminently in his work on Palestine. For Said, to look at things contrapuntally was to “be able to think through and interpret together experiences that are discrepant, each with its particular agenda and pace of development, its own internal formations, its internal coherence and system of external relationships, all of them coexisting and interacting with others.”27 In Orientalism, Said pursued just such an interpretation, insisting that the history of European Jews and the history of anti-Semitism must be read in tandem with the history of the Muslim Orient and the history of Orientalism. In an earlier work, he had asserted, “[The] Palestinian Arabs, who have suffered incalculable miseries for the sake of Western anti-Semitism, really do exist, have existed, and will continue to exist as part of Israel’s extravagant cost.”28 In Orientalism, he gestured toward the process that linked Palestinians to this history of European anti-Semitism and indeed showed the intimate connection between the history of anti-Semitism and the field of scholarship known as Orientalism.

It is there, at the conjunction of his reading of anti-Semitism and Orientalism, that Said intended to begin with Palestine. In Orientalism, he began that interrogation by affirming, “What has not been sufficiently stressed in histories of modern anti-Semitism has been the legitimation of such atavistic designations by Orientalism, and . . . the way this academic and intellectual legitimation has persisted right through the modern age in discussions of Islam, the Arabs, or the Near Orient.”29 The way in which Jew and Arab, invented as Semites in European philology as early as the eighteenth century, came to register in the West was best exemplified for Said in the following astute aside by Marcel Proust: “The Rumanians, the Egyptians, the Turks may hate the Jews. But in a French drawing-room the differences between those people are not so apparent, and an Israelite making his entry as though he were emerging from the heart of the desert, his body crouching like a hyaena’s, his neck thrust obliquely forward, spreading himself in proud ‘salaams,’ completely satisfies a certain taste for the Oriental.”30

Therefore, Said noted that in the wake of the October 1973 War and the oil embargo, Western representations of Arabs showed “clearly ‘Semitic’ features: sharply hooked noses, the evil mustachioed leer on their faces,” and he pointed out that such images were “obvious reminders (to a largely non-Semitic population) that ‘Semites’ were at the bottom of all ‘our’ troubles, which in this case is principally a gasoline shortage. The transference of popular anti-Semitic animus from a Jewish to an Arab target was made smoothly, since the figure was essentially the same.”31 Here, Said begins again with the history of anti-Semitism to illustrate his findings about the history of the Arab, and specifically the Palestinian. Said pointed out that in depicting the Arab as a “negative value” and as “a disrupter of Israel’s and the West’s existence . . . as a surmountable obstacle to Israel’s creation in 1948,” Orientalist and anti-Semitic representations linked the Arab ontologically to the Jew: “The Arab is conceived of now as a shadow that dogs the Jew. In that shadow—because Arabs and Jews are Oriental Semites—can be placed whatever traditional, latent mistrust a Westerner feels towards the Oriental. For the Jew of pre-Nazi Europe has bifurcated: What we have now is a Jewish hero, constructed out of a reconstructed cult of the adventurer-pioneer-Orientalist . . . , and his creeping, mysteriously fearsome shadow, the Arab Oriental.”32

These remarks allude to the endemic anti-Semitism that plagues all representation of Arabs today, indeed the displacement of the object of anti-Semitism from the Jew onto the Arab. Much as anti-Semites posited Jews as the purveyors of corruption, as financier bankers who control the world, as violent communist subversives, and as poisoners of Christian wells, many Westerners today view Arabs and Muslims as manipulators of the oil market and therefore of the global financial market, purveyors of hatred and corruption of civilized Christian society, violent terrorists, and possible mass murderers whose weapon of choice is not a Semitic poison but nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons. Thus, activist and documentarian Michael Moore felt justified in telling us in his film Fahrenheit 9/11 about the portion of the American economy controlled by Saudi money but saw no need to mention the much larger American share of the Saudi economy. In light of Said’s work, one cannot understand Orientalism, the Arab, and ultimately the Palestinian without understanding European Jewish history and the history of European anti-Semitism in the context of European colonialism, which made and make all these historical transformations possible and mobilize the discourse that produces them as facts.

To begin with Palestine then is to begin with European Jews, and to begin with European Jews in modernity is to begin with the history of anti-Semitism. By beginning with these various historical junctures, Said was able to see the emergence of Zionist ideology as a brand of Orientalism and therefore of anti-Semitism that was intrinsic to Europe’s colonial project: “By a concatenation of events and circumstances the Semitic myth bifurcated in the Zionist movement; one Semite went the way of Orientalism, the other, the Arab, was forced to go the way of the Oriental.”33 In reading the history of Palestine, of the Palestinians, in conjunction with the history of European Jews, Said could explain how Zionist ideology came to describe Arabs using the same anti-Semitic vocabulary deployed against Jews. This contrapuntal reading allowed him to see that Chaim Weizmann’s anti-Arab racism makes sense only in the context of European colonial history: “The common denominator between Weizmann and the European anti-Semite is the Orientalist perspective, seeing Semites . . . as by nature lacking the desirable qualities of Occidentals.”34 Following Said, we can easily see how this common denominator between Zionism and anti-Semitism in the era of colonialism produced the Palestinian as the Jew, to the extent that “In his resistance to foreign colonialists the Palestinian was either a stupid savage, or a negligible quantity, morally and even existentially.”35 Said understood Jewish intellectual history as a history of outsiders who effected crucial critiques of European Christian society, and he was saddened by Zionism’s continuing attempts to suppress this Jewish tradition by transforming it into a new kind of worship of the state of Israel. The refusal of most Jews to begin again from a position of critique of Zionism, indeed the insistence on beginning again with it, has led to the disappearance of the European Jew as a meaningful ontological category. In this sense, and in line with his understanding of Zionism’s displacement of the Jew onto the Palestinian, which was both an ontological and an epistemological reordering, Said told the Israeli newspaper Ha’aretz that he considered himself “the last Jewish intellectual.”36

Said’s important gesture allows us to look at the struggles over Palestine in tandem with one another, contrapuntally. If beginning with the modern history of European Jews, one also begins with the history of anti-Semitism, then beginning with the history of Zionism allows one to begin with the transformation of the Palestinian into the Jew. Herein lies the importance of 1948 as another beginning, that of exile and a new form of colonialism. Said made this point in staccato tone: “In 1948, Israel was established; Palestine was destroyed, and the great Palestinian dispossession began.”37 The Palestinian resistance movement, which Said called “Palestinianism” in 1970, also marked a new beginning for the Palestinians. As Said explained, “Palestinianism, then, is an effort at repatriation . . . a transition from being in exile to becoming a Palestinian once again.”38

But to begin with Palestinianism is also to begin with identity, one that is constantly denied and constantly besieged not only by discourse but also by guns, tanks, and warplanes. As Said explained, “Identity—who we are, where we come from, what we are—is difficult to maintain in exile. Most other people take their identity for granted. Not the Palestinian, who is required to show proof of identity more or less constantly. . . . Such as it is, our existence is linked negatively to encomiums about Israel’s democracy.”39

From Said’s standpoint, Palestine and the Palestinians can be apprehended only if one understands the Arab world and Israel as the context and the space within which Palestinians exist. The dislocation of the Palestinians, our dispossession and alienation from our geography, our transformation into wandering and besieged Jews make up the very details of the Palestinian experience. Here is how Said described Palestinian lives: “The stability of geography and the continuity of land—these have completely disappeared from my life and the life of all Palestinians. If we are not stopped at borders, or herded into new camps, or denied reentry and residence, or barred from travel from one place to another, more of our land is taken, our lives are interfered with arbitrarily, our voices are prevented from reaching each other, our identity is confined to frightened little islands in an inhospitable environment of superior military force sanitized by the clinical jargon of pure administration.”40

In a Western context, Said understood intimately the racial game of civilization that credits the suffering of the civilized and is indifferent to the suffering of “barbarians.” He noted, “We have no known Einsteins, no Chagall, no Freud, or Rubinstein to protect us with a legacy of glorious achievements. We have had no Holocaust to protect us with the world’s compassion. We are ‘other,’ and opposite, a flaw in the geometry of resettlement and exodus.”41

Thus, as the new Jews, our lives must replicate the past life of our oppressors. Said perceived our condition with acuity: “Continuity for them, the dominant population; discontinuity for us, the dispossessed and dispersed.”42 Yet he demanded that the world take notice of our predicament and our tragedy. He described in stark terms the Palestinian condition: “We lead our lives under a sword of Damocles, whose dry rhetorical form is the query ‘When are you Palestinians going to accept a solution?’—the implication being that if we don’t, we’ll disappear.”43 Indeed, many in the Israeli and pro-Israeli camp continue to busy themselves with cataloging the many “missed opportunities” for Palestinians to capitulate, otherwise coded as opportunities for “peace.” Said understood well that we could not accept their solutions and that our fight would continue against all attempts to make us disappear. Indeed, Edward Said was central to the struggle to make known the Palestinian narrative.44 He became a veritable passport for the Palestinian cause, allowing it to cross borders into territories where it was previously denied entry.

Having begun with Palestine, Said began again after the Oslo agreement was signed. His embrace of new beginnings was intimately linked to his aversion to origins. His insistence on the importance of “affiliation” rather than filiation mirrored the distinction he drew between beginnings and origins. Thus, although he was filiatively connected to Palestine through the accident of birth, he later sought to affiliate with it—to begin again from a new point. For Said, affiliation offered a conscious choice of belonging, whereas filiation was simply imposed. Although he affiliated with and belonged to the PLO when it represented the Palestinian people’s interests, he disaffiliated from it the moment it became an instrument of Zionism. Therein lay his trenchant criticism of Arafat. Said was certainly aware that the PLO of 1968-71 had changed dramatically with the influx of oil money from the Saudis and the Kuwaitis, and from Palestinian businessmen who made their money in the Gulf. However, he continued to read the situation contrapuntally and understood Palestinian limitations in the face of naked power. That the oil money succeeded in preventing the radicalization of the PLO, which was the goal of Arab governments seeking to preserve the modus vivendi with Israel and maintain the stability of Gulf regimes and imperial oil interests, was ironic. The PLO was the only Third World revolutionary group funded by the most reactionary regimes in the Third World. Yet it carried the only banner that could promise the Palestinian people some redress. When Arafat opted out of that project, Said opted out of the game of pragmatism altogether, offering a renewed vision of the secular democratic state as a decolonized binational state. Comparing the PLO unfavorably with South Africa’s African National Congress, as Said often did, was one thing, but witnessing the transformation of Arafat from a Mandela-like figure into a Buthelezi was another.45 In reading the history of Palestine in conjunction with the history of colonialism, especially the settler variety, Said understood that Oslo was Zionism’s greatest triumph over the Palestinians since the Catastrophe of 1948.

In this sense, Said’s notion of secularism—understood as a refusal to believe in infallible gods, not least of which are nationalism and the nation form—is the organizing principle for his notion of beginnings and his rejection of origins as theological. Being exiled from dominant ideologies and cultures, including his own, provided Said with the tools to be a critic: one who was inside Palestine and outside it, inside the West and outside it, and inside the nation and outside it. This role was crucial to his project of being “out of place,” physically and intellectually, and of belonging to certain intellectual and political traditions. It defined his sense of belonging to Palestine and Palestinianness, in both a filiative and an affiliative sense.

Said’s pragmatism never compromised his idealism. Understanding the status of Palestine as historical, he never reified it: “The fact of the matter is that today Palestine does not exist, except as a memory or, more importantly, as an idea, a political and human experience, and an act of sustained popular will . . . [It is the millions of Palestinians] who make up the question of Palestine, and if there is no country called Palestine it is not because there are no Palestinians. There are.”46 Thus, for Said, to begin with Palestine is to begin with the understanding that “the struggle between Palestinians and Zionism [is] a struggle between a presence and an interpretation, the former constantly appearing to be overpowered and eradicated by the latter.”47 Said demonstrated his hermeneutical skills as a critic to disassemble the web of representations that Orientalism and anti-Semitism mobilized through Zionism. His attempt to read Palestine from a Canaanite perspective contra Michael Walzer was deeply informed by his interpretive skills. He mounted this analysis not by reducing a form of perspectivalism to relativism but by repeating the logic of Zionism to retell its story differently. If Zionism insisted on playing a prehistorical archeological game, positing fantastically the ancient Hebrews as the progenitors of modern European Jews, Said smugly posited the tale of the earlier native Canaanites, conquered as they were by the invading foreign Hebrews, in ways reminiscent of the Palestinian experience.48 Polemics aside, and he was a master polemicist, Said insisted that for Palestinians, Zionism constituted but part of the chain of historical invasions of Palestine, from the Crusaders to the Ottomans, Napoleon, and the British. He insisted, therefore, on reading Zionism not only in its European environment but also from the standpoint of its Palestinian victims.

In light of these beginnings, it is crucial to consider also how Said saw Palestine. Said’s literariness and engagement with the discursive informed his analysis of how Palestine and the Palestinians emerged within European Orientalist thought and its Zionist correlate. But he did not limit his investigations to the discursive, he also drew on the visual, whether in the imaginary dimension of thought and fantasy, visual representation in literature itself, or concrete visual representations and artistic productions of the worlds that Europe constructed, including Palestine. How did visual representations begin to read the Palestinian situation for Said? Can such representations provide a venue to look at Palestine and Zionism from the standpoint of the Palestinians? It is in considering these questions that the centrality of the visual and its interpretation lies for Said when looking at the Palestinian Question. If Michel Foucault, who fascinated Said, began his historical and philosophical inquiries with the visible, the seeable, and then moved to the discursive, the sayable, Said began with the discursive and then moved to the visible. His book After the Last Sky is an introduction to the dialectics of seeing and blindness and a look at the critic’s role of appreciating and interpreting the visual. It is in a sense an explication of how the visual could begin to read Palestine and how Said himself could begin again with Palestine through the visual. Because seeing is not a simple photochemical response but a hermeneutical exercise, Said delved into the question of how he, a Palestinian, could see Palestinians through the eyes of a Swiss photographer. What is inside and what is outside, what is interior (and anterior) to the representation in a photograph and what remains outside it? In these junctures, Said located his intervention. While fully appreciative of the aesthetic value of photography, Said apologetically justifies the role of the critic as a reader of the social text inscribed by visual representations. For him, Jean Mohr’s photographs, around which he constructed After the Last Sky, demanded an interpretation. In looking at pictures of shepherds, and of Palestinian women in the field, for example, Said explains how the process of interpretation begins:

[The photographs] are all, in a troubling sense, without the marks of an identifiable historical period. And for that matter, they could be scenes of people anywhere in the Arab world. Placeless. Yet all the photographs are of working people, peasants with a hard life led on a resistant soil, in a harsh climate, requiring ceaseless effort. We—you—know that these are photographs of Palestinians because I have identified them as such; I know these are Palestinian peasants because Jean has been my witness. But in themselves these photographs are silent; they seem saturated with a kind of inert being that outweighs anything they express; consequently they invite the embroidery of explanatory words.49

Said insists that his reading is one of many and that others can and do read them differently. One of the first readings of a photograph is giving it a title, such as the one titled “Shepherds in the field.” Mindful of his Western audience and the influence of Orientalism on them, Said explains,

You could add, “tending their flocks, much as the Bible says they did.” Or the two photographs of women evoke phrases like “the timeless East,” and “the miserable lot of women in Islam.” Or, finally, you could remember something about the importance to “such people” of UNRWA [United Nations Relief and Works Agency], or the PLO—the one an agency for supplementing the impoverished life of anonymous Palestinians with the political gift of refugee status, the other a political organization giving identity and direction to “the Palestinian people.” But these accumulated interpretations add up to a frighteningly direct correlative of what the photographs depict as “alienated labor,” as Marx called it, work done by people who have little control of either the product of their labor or their own laboring capacity.50

In piling up possible interpretation upon possible interpretation in this passage, Said is trying to demonstrate both the centrality of hermeneutics in making possible multiple readings of aesthetic products and their social texts and its inadequacy as an exercise in dominating or in resisting domination. Thus, he concludes the above paragraph by asserting, “After such a recognition [that of alienated labor], whatever bit of exotic romance that might attach to these photographs is promptly blown away. As the process of preserving the scenes, photographic representation is thus the culmination of a sequence of capturings. Palestinian peasants are the creatures of half a dozen other processes, none of which leaves these productive human beings with their labor intact.”51

Said is aware that certain readers of the visual want only one immediate meaning. Such visual fundamentalists can and often do marshal a theological approach to the visual in the interest of establishing facts or propping up claims. Although Said and Mohr attempt in After the Last Sky to begin again viewing Palestinians differently, Orientalism and Zionism had begun almost a century earlier to look at Palestinians through other visual prisms. Said discusses that “most famous of early-twentieth-century European books about Palestine,” The Immoveable East by the Alsatian Philip Baldensperger.52 To Said, the notable feature in this inaugural effort was that “it is magisterial in its indifference to the problems of interpretation and observation.”53 He felt the same about the work of Finnish archeologist and anthropologist Hilma Granquist. Reading these writers and “seeing their photographs and drawings, I feel at an even greater remove from the people they describe. . . . What I think of when I read . . . Baldensperger is the almost total absence of Palestinian writing on the same subject. Only such writing would have registered not just the presence of a significant peasant culture, but a coherent account of how that culture has been shaken, uprooted in the transition to a more urban-based economy.”54 Said believed that his own book was beginning to register such a presence, uncomfortable as it was, both discursively and visually.

But if the struggle over Palestine is a struggle over interpretation, of what lies outside Zionist representations, both visual and discursive, and what lies within them, then the visual, given the apparent immediacy of its images and its apparent independence from the discursive, where Said’s expertise lay, could only evoke in the literary Said a sense of “panic,” as he told W.J.T. Mitchell in a now-famous interview about the visual arts.55 There, he reflected on his approach to writing After the Last Sky. First he described the emotional responses that Jean Mohr’s pictures provoked in him: “I spent weeks and weeks making a selection of the photographs from his enormous archive . . . I wasn’t really looking for photographs that I thought were exceptionally good, as opposed to ones that were not exceptionally good. I was just looking for photographs that I felt provoked some kind of response in me. I couldn’t formulate what the response was. But I chose them.”56 Said then grouped the pictures in four piles, which ultimately set the stage for the four chapters of his book. Ultimately, the photographs provided a visual referent around which Said could weave a Palestinian narrative: “I was really more interested in how they corresponded to or in some way complemented what I was feeling.”57 Said was not saying that the visual and the discursive, or as the interview said, “the seeable and the sayable,” are reducible to one another, or merely capable of symmetrical representations in different modes. Far from it. He was insisting on the “correlative” nature of the seeable and the sayable, “not in the sense of interchangeable but in the sense of one doing something that the other can’t do . . . and if you remove one, then something is missing in the other.”58 Indeed, Said was most impressed with Foucault precisely because the latter “would begin with the visible—in other words, it was the visible that made possible the sayable.”59 However, he did not think that the visual should be fetishized or made into an idol to be worshipped. Such fetishization was directly opposed to his secular commitments. Said’s oft-repeated citation from the twelfth-century monk Hugh of Saint Victor is instructive:

It is, therefore, a source of great virtue for the practiced mind to learn, bit by bit, first to change about invisible and transitory things, so that afterwards it may be able to leave them behind altogether. The man who finds his homeland sweet is still a tender beginner; he to whom every soil is as his native one is already strong; but he is perfect to whom the entire world is as a foreign land. The tender soul has fixed his love on one spot in the world; the strong man has extended his love to all places; the perfect man has extinguished his.60

This quote exemplifies both Said’s resistance to nationalist belongings and his insistence on his central notion of “secular criticism,” which allowed him to render sayable and seeable much that had been rendered silent and pushed outside the visual frame in the Palestinian experience. Said sought to make the Palestinian narrative sayable and the Palestinians themselves visible to a world that insisted on not seeing or hearing them. His lament about the deafening silence of most American and many European intellectuals on Palestine stemmed from his insistence that the intellectual must begin and begin again when reading a social, a literary, and indeed a visual text. For him, a just resolution of the Palestine Question would usher in a new beginning, discursively and visually, for a global politics of affiliation with the oppressed, not least because Israel is the last settler colony standing in Asia and Africa.

Said’s interest in the tension between the filiative and the affiliative attracted him to the brilliant work of Palestinian artist Mona Hatoum. In an essay he wrote for Hatoum’s installation exhibit The Entire World as a Foreign Land, an understanding that Said shared, he wrote:

Her work is the presentation of identity as unable to identify with itself, but nevertheless grappling the notion (perhaps only the ghost) of identity to itself. This is exile figured and plotted in the objects she creates. Her works enact the paradox of dispossession as it takes possession of its place in the world, standing firmly in workaday space for spectators to see and somehow survive what glistens before them. No one has put the Palestinian experience in visual terms so austerely and yet so playfully, so compellingly and at the same moment so allusively.61

Hatoum’s arrangement of objects in her installation, objects that are familiar and utterly unfamiliar at the same time, is important, affecting how they impress themselves on the viewer:

In another age her works might have been made of silver or marble, and could have taken the status of sublime ruins or precious fragments placed before us to recall our mortality and the precarious humanity we share with each other. In the age of migrants, curfews, identity cards, refugees, exiles, massacres, camps and fleeing civilians, however, they are the uncooptable mundane instruments of a defiant memory facing itself and its pursuing or oppressing others implacably, marked forever by changes in everyday materials and objects that permit no return or real repatriation, yet unwilling to let go of the past that they carry along with them like some silent catastrophe that goes on and on without fuss or rhetorical bluster.62

This quality of Hatoum’s visual art makes it “hard to bear (like the refugee’s world, which is full of grotesque structures that bespeak excess as well as paucity), yet very necessary to see an art that travesties the idea of a single homeland.”63 For Said, Hatoum’s art spoke loudly, as his own writings do, against the ugly horrors of the Oslo capitulation, which American, Israeli, and Palestinian plastic surgeons spent (and continue to spend) countless hours in the operating room beautifying: “Better disparity and dislocation than reconciliation under duress of subject and object; better a lucid exile than sloppy, sentimental homecomings; better the logic of dissociation than an assembly of compliant dunces.”64 These words of Said insistently echo Hatoum’s visual assertions.

In such conjunctions between the textual and the visual, we see how Said began with Palestine. In insisting on new beginnings in reading literary and visual texts about Palestine and the Palestinians, Said offered a new language and a new vision, not only to non-Palestinians but also and particularly to Palestinians—a way to speak about and see Palestine and the Palestinians from different historical angles and in different geographic contexts. Resisting his initial panic at the visual, Said engaged with it and uncovered layers of the Palestinian experience that his literary engagement did not permit him to see. In his literary works, Said’s attention to the Arab and Western contexts for the Palestinian struggle was his hallmark. He insisted on reading the European Jewish struggle against anti-Semitism contrapuntally with the Zionist struggle to colonize and dominate the Palestinians, just as he insisted on reading the Palestinian struggle against Zionist colonialism alongside trenchant criticism of Arab regime politics and the politics of the Palestinian leadership. This analysis informed his study of visual representations of, and by, Palestinians, which simultaneously revealed and concealed everyday lived experience as well as the overall political context of the Palestinian condition. In photographs, the camera dominates and captures Palestine and its native population, on the one hand showing Palestinians resisting its power, looking back at the photographer and challenging his or her attempt to capture them, and on the other, looking away from the camera and refusing the very terms of such representations. Indeed, Said’s analysis of the visual is another Palestinian attempt to resist Orientalist and Zionist capturings. In his literary studies of Europe and its culture, he turned the “camera,” his gaze, back on the Western Orientalists seeking to represent and photograph the non-European. His method of contrapuntal reading thus allowed him to contemplate secular solutions to the Question of Palestine that few others could offer. When we view Palestine from the standpoint of Edward Said, we see that his indispensable legacy constitutes a new beginning in the struggle to see and speak about Palestine, to belong to the Palestinian idea, to be a critic of discursive and visual representations of the Palestinian experience.

TRAVELING THEORISTS

Said’s stance on Palestine influenced many scholars in the emerging field of postcolonial studies, which grew out of his critique of Orientalism. Yet the reaction of these scholars to his work has not been uniform. Whereas most share his analysis of colonialism and its settler variety, some have espoused Zionist positions, criticizing the right-wing policies of various Israeli governments or political figures while insisting that Zionism is legitimate in itself. I have discussed elsewhere the shortcomings of such an approach in the telling case of Kwame Anthony Appiah. In his book In My Father’s House, Appiah was offended only by Meir Kahane, suggesting that Kahane’s thought was contaminating an otherwise pristine Zionism and the “moral stability of Israeli nationalism.”65

Homi Bhabha, who is widely seen as one of the major scholars in the field alongside Said and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, recently made an important contribution to this line of argument. Unlike the latter two, however, he appears to be committed to depoliticizing deeply political questions.

In a recent “tribute” to Edward Said, Bhabha represented him as a passionate Oriental whose rational faculties retreated before emotion:

There is much to agree with [in Said’s arguments], but much to question also. The high Saidian style speaks with a moral passion that sometimes sacrifices analytic precision to polemical outrage, and his singular commitment to the Palestinian cause could create a severe hierarchy of historical choices. Said’s desire to snatch some shred of dignity for his diasporic and misrepresented peoples led him, at times, to pass over distinctions, to resist shades of meaning and interpretations that might have widened the circle of empathetic dialogue.66

To illustrate this charge, Bhabha reports that Said, though unequivocally condemnatory of Palestinian suicide bombings as a form of resistance, nonetheless offers an explanation for it, saying that it is

a direct, and in my opinion, a consciously programmed result of years of abuse, powerlessness and despair . . . the response of a desperate and horribly oppressed people, [which] has been stripped of its context and the terrible suffering from which it arises . . . the location of Palestinian terror—of course it is terror—is never allowed a moment’s chance to appear . . . so remorseless has been the focus on it as a phenomenon apart, a pure, gratuitous evil which Israel, supposedly acting on behalf of pure good, has been virtuously battling.67

The problem with this analysis, according to Bhabha, is that it ignores Hamas’s “perilous strategies of political control within the Palestinian camp” and, most importantly, ignores the fact that this approach “internally destabilizes the emergence of any representative Palestinian leadership that could have the power to negotiate a just and lasting peace on behalf of a united Palestinian people.”68 Bhabha, who as a “postcolonial” critic is presumably also anticolonial, never relates the Zionist enterprise or Israeli occupation to colonialism, which leads him to call not for an end to Israel’s colonization and occupation but for a negotiated “just and lasting peace” (terms borrowed from U.S. State Department pronouncements that also never mention colonialism or occupation). And despite Bhabha’s attempts to avoid references to “colonialism” in his text, it lurks behind every criticism that he levels against Said: “Said’s rage sometimes drives him toward a dark two-dimensionality,” presumably that of colonialism and anticolonialism.69 Yet Bhabha seems blind to his own “dark two-dimensionality”—namely, his view that Hamas and Sharon are equally objectionable, on the one hand, and his implicit support for a U.S.-sponsored capitulation dubbed “peace,” on the other.

The question of Said’s “rage” is hardly a Bhabhaesque invention. Standard Zionist attacks on Said have always criticized his “rageful” and “angry” tone, in contrast to the cool, rational tone taken by Zionists (and, in this case, by Bhabha).70 Thus Bhabha, positioning himself as the more careful and nuanced observer who, unlike Said, can perceive “shades of meaning,” suggests that he is not encumbered by the emotional passions dogging Orientals of the Said variety. Moreover, it would seem that Said, like all Orientals (Bhabha excepted), had mortgaged his reason for the benefit of his passion, as he is at pains to grasp philosophical abstractions: Said, according to Bhabha, was “quite chary of my taste (as he saw it) for conceptual complexities and theoretical abstractions!”71

Rejecting the irrational rebarbative solution of Said, Bhabha tells us that his presumably dispassionate “vision” of a solution for the Palestinian condition “would be based on a shared awareness that the territorial security of a peoples [sic] is more relevant today than a nationalistic demand for territorial integrity.”72 If this notion sounds suspiciously like the Israeli government formula that makes “security” paramount and self-determination secondary, that is because it is. Realizing that this Israeli recipe may not be sufficient to convince us in itself, Bhabha proceeds with his “own speculations”: “The time may soon be past for staging the Palestinian-Israeli conflict on a global scale, as the rallying cry of the Zionist-Jewish ‘project’ or the pan-Arab ‘cause,’ because these movements focus too much on the divisive ‘origins’ of the conflict rather than concern themselves with the local lives and regional experiences of communities who live in the shadow lines of everyday conflict.”73

Again, if this sounds like Zionist argumentation, or like a white American reproach to African Americans—urging the oppressed to forget the past, avoid becoming “stuck” in it, and focus on the present situation instead—that is because it is. The fact that Zionist colonialism has, since its inception, driven Palestinians off their lands using European Jewish racial privilege to justify its colonial venture, and that it continues to do so, seems immaterial to Bhabha. That he calls for a binational state does not mean that he endorses Said’s solution, for Bhabha’s binational state will not undergo decolonization. For him, the problem remains one of “conflict,” not of colonialism. The “conflict” is between competing nationalisms, not between colonialism and national liberation. His refusal to distinguish between settler-colonizing nationalism and anticolonial nationalism is clear in the following assertion: “Despite their enormous political differences, both political bodies [the Israeli government and the PA] participate in forms of ‘traditional nationalism’ that are purist and provincial.”74 Such assessments could explain why Bhabha is so popular in some leftist Israeli academic circles.75 Perhaps Said’s concept of what happens to theory when it travels should be applied to theorists when they travel, becoming “tamed” and “domesticated.”

Whatever praise Said receives in Bhabha’s dubious tribute is, at best, of a phatic order. Significantly, Bhabha did not share his views of Said’s ideas on Palestine and Zionism during Said’s lifetime but chose the occasion of his death to voice them. Bhabha, whose entire oeuvre, as many of his critics have argued, is about coding passing as resistance, today represents the right wing of postcolonial studies. He fails to appreciate that many of the colonized refuse his recipe of “mimicry,” no matter how “ambivalent,” as a liberationist strategy.

INTELLECTUALS AS PERFORMERS

Said’s intellectual life was not only about particular struggles against injustice and oppression but also about the struggle to know. He was most concerned about the degradation of knowledge as technicians in the guise of intellectuals disseminated ideas, whether in the televised and print media or in government parlance. He opposed the cult of the expert in society: experts need to be certified by powerful institutions and to speak their language, at which point they cease to be intellectuals. Their role then becomes one of closing debate, not opening it; of serving power, not challenging it; of humoring authority, not speaking truth to it. For Said, “the intellectual ought neither to be so uncontroversial and safe a figure as to be just a friendly technician nor should the intellectual try to be a full-time Cassandra, who was not only righteously unpleasant but also unheard. . . . But the alternatives are not total quiescence or total rebelliousness.”76

Said’s intellectual life was guided by his radical opposition to ignorance and by his unwavering commitment to fighting injustice. Everything he wrote revolved around these two axes. As a tireless fighter for justice for the Palestinian people, he refused to compromise with racist half measures that kept the Palestinians oppressed while freeing Israel from moral and actual responsibility. In his defense of Islam and Muslims against the onslaught of American racist pronouncements, his principled analysis was not shaken by the events of September 11. He continued to defend Islam as “religion” and “culture” against the monstrous misrepresentations of the Western media and Western governments, insisting on humanizing Muslims and Arabs in the face of absolute dehumanization. He did so while condemning the killing of civilians, whether by suicide bombers or by the U.S. military. His hostility to individuals (Arabs, Europeans, and Americans) who hired themselves out to the highest bidders was consistent with his commitment to informed knowledge and with his opposition to a world dominated by jejune technicians disseminating ignorance as knowledge for the right price.

Said spoke against intellectuals who gave up their gods readily when a crisis in their belief system occurred and exchanged them for other gods, whom they worshipped in the same way. He discerned this phenomenon in those who supported communism and then transferred allegiance to U.S. imperialism, in those who championed Trotskyism or fundamentalism and then switched to liberalism or neoconservatism, and in Arab intellectuals who championed Arab and Palestinian anticolonial nationalism and then switched to support U.S. imperialism and its Zionist subsidiary. For him, such intellectuals had developed the “despicable habits of collecting rewards and privileges from one team, only . . . to switch sides, then collect rewards from a new patron.”77

To him, such individuals were the antitheses of intellectuals. He asked,

Why as an intellectual did you believe in a god anyway? And besides, who gave you the right to imagine that your early belief and later disenchantment were so important? In and of itself, religious belief is to me both understandable and deeply personal: It is rather when a total dogmatic system in which one side is innocently good, the other irreducibly evil, is substituted for the process, the give-and-take of vital interchange, that the secular intellectual feels the unwelcome and inappropriate encroachment of one realm on another. Politics becomes religious enthusiasm . . . with results in ethnic cleansing, mass slaughter and unending conflicts that are horrible to contemplate.78

Said understood that the new god for most technicians is the West. “For the secular intellectuals,” he insisted, “those gods always fail.”79

Said’s interest went beyond defining the role of intellectuals: “In the outpouring of studies about intellectuals there has been far too much defining of the intellectual, and not enough stock taken of the image, the signature, the actual intervention and performance, all of which taken together constitute the very lifeblood of every real intellectual.”80 Said’s peregrinations into the world of music are instructive in this regard. He was fascinated by the question of performance in general and by musical performance in specific.81 For him, a musical performance was “rather like an athletic event in its demand for the admiringly rapt attention of its spectators.”82 He pointed to the similarities between essayists and performers as commentators on a work of art, a novel, a musical composition, yet although he wrote with much depth about essayists and composers, he wrote with equal vigor about novelists and performers (especially pianists). His literary fascination with the novelist over the critic and his musical fascination with the performer over the composer come through in his interest in Glenn Gould, Arturo Toscanini, Maurizio Pollini, and Alfred Brendel, among others. I do not mean to suggest that Said was not interested in composers, about whom he wrote quite a bit, but merely that his fascination with performers was of a different order.

In discussing performance as “an extreme occasion,” Said stated, “We should begin by noting how the extreme specialization of all aesthetic activity in the contemporary West has overtaken and been inscribed within musical performance so effectively as to screen entirely the composer from the performer.”83 Unlike Beethoven, Mozart, Chopin, and Liszt, who performed their own compositions, modern performers perform the work of others and are rarely composers themselves. (Pierre Boulez and Leonard Bernstein are exceptions, but they are not known principally for performing their own works.84) For Said, this marked a major change: “Performance cut off from composing therefore constitutes a special form of ownership and work.”85 Thus, one could see Said himself not only as a composer of his own work but also as a performer of the work of others, of which he took possession. If Gould appropriated Bach and Pollini appropriated Chopin, then Said, in performing the works of Vico, Gramsci, Lukács, Adorno, Césaire, Auerbach, Fanon, Foucault, and many more, took ownership of their work and affiliated with it, accenting certain ideas over others and rearranging the score to produce different music.86 Indeed, Said addresses this idea in “Traveling Theory Reconsidered,” where he discusses the transformation that the work of Lukács underwent in the hands of Adorno and Fanon: “To speak here only of borrowing and adaptation is not adequate. There is in particular an intellectual, and perhaps moral, community of a remarkable kind, affiliation in the deepest and most interesting sense of the word.”87

READING SAID MUSICALLY

Said was fascinated by the connection between memory and music, by how “remembrances of things played” are enacted. Indeed, he criticized some piano performances for veering off their structured programs: after reaching a climax in the finale, some pianists would take away one’s remembrance of the performance with an encore that destroyed the structure of the program the listener had just enjoyed.88 Clearly Said, unlike Adorno, did not think that radio, television, and recordings of musical performances meant a regression in listening tout court, nor did he fully agree with Benjamin that mechanical reproducibility leveled the original and the copy. He remained fascinated by the evanescence of sound in concert performances, which are unrepeatable by definition.89 The question of temporality was ever present in his understanding of performance as an extreme occasion. He praised Umm Kulthum’s musical forms for being “based upon an inhabiting of time, not trying to dominate it. It’s a special relationship with temporality.”90 The quintessential example of such temporality was Glenn Gould, whose reluctance to perform public concerts after 1964 was the emblematic mark of his fame.91 Said’s fascination with Gould had as much to do with Gould’s genius per se as it did with how the musician’s genius enveloped his personal life, making him the eccentric performer he was.

Said, as is well known, had high aspirations in his youth of becoming a concert pianist. As late as 1993, he gave two concerts with his friend Diana Takieddine (one at the Miller Theater in New York, the other at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C.) to packed audiences. The two played a range of piano pieces, including ones by Mozart, Schubert, and Chopin. Said loved Chopin and strongly disagreed with those who saw him as a “salon” composer with “effeminate” style.92 A few years ago I mentioned to Said that I enjoyed John Field’s nocturnes more than Chopin’s and that I liked less Chopin’s Nocturne no. 2 than Field’s no. 1 (both in E-flat major), which Chopin quoted extensively; Edward was furious and yelled at me about my utter ignorance of Chopin’s beauty!

Music for Said was inspiring. When he played Schubert’s Fantasie in F Minor (op. 103) for a film about him shot in 2002 and produced by Salem Brahimi (Selves and Others: A Portrait of Edward Said), his face quivered with every note that his hands transposed on the keyboard. Significantly, Schubert wrote his Fantasie (a piano duet) in the last year of his short life. One of the most moving parts of Fantasie is a beautiful and sad musical phrase, which Schubert, as in Proust’s “little phrase,” refuses to let go of. In Proust’s Á la recherche du temps perdu, a sonata for violin and piano composed by the fictional composer Vinteuil, in which a lovely “petite phrase” recurs again and again, haunts the imagination of Swann (Proust’s most cultured and refined character) and leads him into the register of memory, where true love is encoded for him. In Fantasie, the music veers into more majestic terrain, traveling a spectrum of emotions and moods, but it always comes back and succumbs to the somber “little phrase” that structures it. The effect is as if Schubert did not want to end the piece and wanted to cling to the beauty and sadness of that “little phrase,” which kept pulling him back, until the very end. Perhaps Schubert’s attachment reminded Said of his own attachment to Palestine, which, no matter how far from it he ventured into academic, literary, and musical terrains, always pulled him back. Indeed, Said continually made connections and references to Palestine, even in his more esoteric essays about literature, theory, or music. Fantasie might also have served as a premonition for Said that the performance would be his swan song.

Said had sensed his mortality drawing near for some time. This sense found expression in his commentary on Mozart’s Da Ponte operas, which he concludes with a note about Mozart’s affinity with and consciousness of his own mortality: “In [Cosí fan tutte], death is rendered less intimidating and formidable than it is for most people. This is not the usual, conventionally Christian sentiment, however, but a naturalist one; death as something familiar and even dear, a door to other experiences.” Written in 1997, Said’s text betrays his sense of impending death. “Yet [death’s] prospect also induces a sense of fatalism and lateness—that is, the feeling that one is late in life and the end is near.”93

One could perhaps read Said himself musically. Although we might view his ideas as chordal compositions when read as an oeuvre, he was careful to present them in arpeggiated form as well, making certain that every element and every note was elaborated in a Gramscian sense.94 Thus, when each chord was played, it could be appreciated for its synchronously performed constituent components, as a totality.

As he wrote in his memoir, Edward Said felt “out of place” much of his life, but he created an intellectual place, even an intellectual world, where he could belong and where he called upon others to join him. The place that Said created had a new language, a new syntax, and a new vocabulary, to which those who, like him, felt out of place in a terrifyingly unjust world could belong. Affiliating with Edward Said is then an affiliation with the place he created, the principles that guided his life, and the causes for which he fought.
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PART ONE

On Colony and Aesthetics

For histories are there to prove
That none of another breed
Has had a like inheritance,
Or sucked such milk as he,
—WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS,
“THE GHOST OF ROGER CASEMENT”

See how in the blacksmith’s shop
The flame burns wild, the iron glows red;
The locks open their jaws,
And every chain begins to break
—FAIZ AHMAD FAIZ, “SPEAK”


2

[image: Image]

Edward Said Remembered
on September 11, 2004

A Conversation with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak

Interviewed by Ben Conisbee Baer

GAYATRI CHAKRAVORTY SPIVAK (GCS): There is something strangely appropriate that we sit in New York on this day remembering Edward Said. He was an eminent New Yorker, deeply involved in the life of New York. By geopolitical circumstance, he could not be located in a “real” place called Palestine. He was technically an Arab American, but it is difficult to think of him as American. But it seems completely appropriate to think of him as a New Yorker.

This is to make a distinction between city-states—being of New York—and nation-states—being American. Now that nation-states are being disempowered and disenfranchised under globalization, the stand-off between cities and nations is being reinvented. Even as, in the new information society, certain megacities are becoming more important on their own, in an earlier dispensation, urban identities and national identitarianisms were in conflict in other ways. That conflict played out in Edward Said’s existence. September 11 touched him in two ways. As a New Yorker, he was touched by a successful terrorist strike for the first time.

How did it touch him as an Arab?

He wanted, some day, to be able to claim a Palestinian national identity. In that context, he had started talking about the use of state terror long ago. People envious of his courage called him the Professor of Terror in print, and that label pained his gentle, vulnerable spirit.

For example, in the 1980s, in “The Essential Terrorist,” in Blaming the Victims, he argued that, as a word and concept, terrorism had acquired an extraordinary status in American public discourse. In a certain sense, that was the only period when he was occupied with definitions of terrorism. His thinking in those days takes on a peculiar appropriateness now. Many of his early speculations have acquired a different kind of relevance and importance, with a different nuance from when he first wrote them.

BEN CONISBEE BAER (BCB): In what ways does Said’s early work on Orientalism and the “othering” of the Middle East have a different resonance now?

GCS: When Orientalism became important for postcolonial studies, it led to a greater historical interest in literary studies. The first wave of the study of Orientalism focused on British imperialism in India. Strangely, it did not have as great an impact on French work. Of course, Said has an enormous following in France. Yet French literary criticism did not take a new turn as a result of Orientalism, even though the most important orientalizing figures in Orientalism are also the French.

Orientalism influenced the study of early modern Britain, the work of Stephen Greenblatt, the rise of the New Historicism. Harold Aram Veeser’s forthcoming book on Said will make the connections clear.1 Let me now simply say that the connections between British Empire studies and Orientalism were somewhat counterproductive. India’s negotiated independence had been in existence for over fifty years. The questions of U.S. foreign policy in Israel and Israel’s policy toward Palestine were peripheral to the literary- critical sphere of Orientalism.

The influence of Orientalism went into the metropolitan postcolonial approach, where the study of representation—how the writer constructs the other—became connected with ethnic studies (and the metropolitan migrant figure we learned to call diasporic). The initiators of this subdisciplinary tendency could learn from the basic presuppositions of Orientalism. Today the connection with West Asia is coming clearer. This is the post-9/11 change. Orientalism equals racial profiling equals the demonization of Islam. Despite the fact that Said was both a political writer and a literary critic, earlier the connection between these two roles was not seen as clearly. Many of the South Asian or South Asianist or early modernist postcolonialists did not spend a great deal of time opposing U.S. foreign policy on the West Bank.

Today Orientalism has new significance because the war on terror relies on constructing terrorists. CNN and the newspapers show us narrative instantiations. The invasion of Iraq depended on constructing a modern state as a terrorist state, a rogue state, in order to advance U.S. geopolicy.

BCB: How do you see the relationship between the two types of otherness? As you point out, Orientalism is mainly about othering negatively, constructing a hostile other to bolster the self. The other that comes from the Lévinas-Derrida post- phenomenological tradition makes representation possible as a more positive event.2 How does that aspect enter the political arena?

GCS: Let me now speak of Edward Said as an academic intellectual. He was an altogether serious teacher. He was associated with Columbia University throughout his teaching life. He did not take his academic responsibility lightly. And as a teacher and an academic, he did not feel that the postphenomenological tradition was the best way to devise the relationship between politics and literature.

In the philosophical tradition that you describe, the self emerges in relation to an outside. In Lévinas’s work—though the idea does not come through in the English translation so much—the area of the other is a relief map. That is why Lévinas uses so many different words for various kinds of others. Exteriority is the subtitle of his first influential book. After the Second World War, Lévinas concluded that to be able to think the ethical, after such a catastrophe, in a reaction to terror, one must think of the human subject as emerging only through a complicated set of relationships—I use the more ordinary-language word relationships because we are talking about Edward Said rather than about Lévinas—relationships, then, with exteriority, what lies outside.

I like to think that when Edward Said examined how one constructs a manageable other, which allows the imperialist self to establish itself, he was actually discussing how the particular historical phenomenon fits in the big taxonomy, which is a form of philosophical description. That is the connection I suggest. I do not believe Said himself would have made this type of connection. The reader needs to decide if the connection is worth making.

Lévinas was a supporter of the state of Israel. While he was writing Totality and Infinity, he also wrote essays—collected in Difficult Freedom—in which he was embarrassingly vocal against “Asiatic hordes.” I have pointed out elsewhere that in these papers, Lévinas denies the Muslim the right to the Abrahamic; he forecloses the Muslim out of the Abrahamic. From this point of view, Lévinas is an example of Orientalist representation and exclusion. The connections are complicated.

Derrida has suggested that Lévinas’s uncritical support of the politics of the state of Israel may stem from his failure to distinguish between the narrow sense and the general sense of the notion of “the third,” which is implicit in the concept of the face-to-face.3 There is, to paraphrase Derrida, a silence in Lévinas on this philosophical obligation or task. Again, a complicated question. Edward Said’s historical example of othering and Lévinas’s idea that the self can emerge only in relationship with an outside are not in binary opposition. You can situate Said taxonomically within the Lévinasian taxonomy, just as you can use Lévinas’s ideas as an illustration of Said’s argument.

BCB: From the mid-1980s on, when the subdiscipline now called postcolonial studies was emerging, you and Edward Said and Homi Bhabha were often lumped together as the triumvirate that invented it. I know that none of you were really attempting to institutionalize postcolonial studies. But in what sense was this a shared project for you, especially with Said?

GCS: My solidarity with Edward Said related to the politics of West Asia. Because of the division between the postphenomenological ways of thinking and what was at the end of the day a more enlightened British way of thinking, our theoretical undertakings were not as closely related as some of our readers thought. However, I believe that the reader is generally more correct. If, therefore, the readers perceive a connection, a historical connection, a theoretical connection, then perhaps they are more right than we have been. After all, our writings are in the public domain. So I like to think that perhaps there are connections between Bhabha’s work, Said’s work, and mine that we as individuals did not see as clearly.

Said’s “Abecedarium culturae,” which came out in TriQuarterly in 1971, was the first thing of his that I read. I did not know him then. (I have written about this in Critical Inquiry.) I met him in 1974. I felt that this extremely intelligent reader was being less than fair to the people he was reading, people who then were still called structuralists: Foucault and Derrida and people like that. And I actually made notes in the margin—my editor had sent the piece to me—to show where decisions to translate seemed tendentious. That’s where we began. However, right from the start, we were completely as one in the politics of Palestine. The readers may be right. But we perceived our connections as political rather than as literary-critical.

“Abecedarium culturae” became part of Said’s first book, Beginnings. Between Beginnings and Orientalism, between 1975 and 1978, an immense change took place, and it was a political change. The critical methodology that informs Beginnings remained in place. Orientalism is different because its critical method is informed by the realization that the problems are more substantive than formal, although this notion has not dislodged the theoretical assumptions. These assumptions were thickened by the substantive project of recognizing a political use for them. In those years, the sociology of knowledge was an important issue: the realization that knowledge is socially produced rather than learned by straightforward investigation. Said was a child of his times.

BCB: You seem to be pointing to a difference in levels, two complementary things going on at the same time—the political and the literary-critical—in both your and his work, and you, at least, see the solidarity as being more on the political level. What relationship do you see between your two spaces of activism?

GCS: This is a difficult question, but we did think about it. In Said’s After the Last Sky, he comes across as deeply concerned about the Palestinian subaltern. He is not interested solely in high-level politics. I don’t distinguish myself from him in this interest in the subaltern. Our ways of going about it were different. His ways were perhaps more effective. The attempt to change and form public opinion with well-researched commentary on political moves by involving the highest level of political intervention and talented young musicians in superbly trained international collaboration can, I want to hope and believe, be more effective. My attempt, more idiosyncratic yet based on firmly held convictions, has many fewer chances of being effective. My idea is that unless one changes the desires and capacities to judge in the largest sector of the electorate in the global south, no change in policy will ever be sustained by anything that can be called a democracy of, for, and by the people. But this attempt is a foolhardy one. Its chances of success are remote, although I think that maintaining its continuity is important. One never closes the schools. Vanguardism must be persistently supplemented by this sort of textural involvement that supports the structures.

Although Said has been more effective in moving large numbers of people. Under the Bush administration in the United States and its relationship to West Asia, historically, these chances now seem to be fewer, or diminished. But this situation is just a historical happenstance. I hope that the administration will change, even against all the straws in the wind. I hope that the nature of these murderous politics will change. They can change. In my project, however, the hope for change is either low or not there. You cannot measure the importance of this work by the prospect of predictable change. This view is a difference between Said and me.

BCB: Did you ever discuss these issues with him in such terms?

GCS: No, no, because these efforts of mine are completely hands-on and therefore very limited. I’ve been doing this for about twenty-two years. In the first few years, I had so little hope that I thought this work was not worth talking about. It is a hopeless enterprise, although full of all kinds of joys. It is very real; it certainly takes a lot of time. I look for recruits, but the standards for recruitment are at least as high as admission into Columbia, although of a different kind.

So, in spite of all these very real features, and the children moving haphazardly toward high school, I had no idea in the first few years whether such an impractical idea would ever catch on. So I didn’t talk about it at all, although I could feel, as could others, that changes were happening in my attitude toward my work as a whole, the world as a whole, and toward other kinds of politics and activism.

Every time that I came back from a teacher-training session, I was appalled by how ignorant people are about that other need. On one occasion, this feeling bore too strong a mark. I let the secret out in public and so was invited to address Amnesty International. But by then the idea of initiating a conversation with my friend when I had so long remained silent was not possible. This was 2002, the year before he died. Something had held me back earlier as well: I did not feel free to discuss this at all. When he asked me, “What is it that you do when you go to India?” I gave him a slightly frivolous answer, so in 2002, I believed that chapter, that possibility, was closed. I regret it, because he certainly listened carefully if he felt that something was worth listening to. It would have been interesting to check it out with him. And of course there is a relationship between my long critical intimacy with all the developments in recent French theories or interpretation and the way this work emerged. Not in the way of applying theory, but in a sort of recognition after the fact. Sometimes the theoretical presuppositions were themselves modified. I don’t know if I could have persuaded him. He was difficult to persuade, but perhaps I could have said something about the usefulness of this approach.

Mind you, if you look at Culture and Imperialism, in its nooks and crannies you see that Said was not completely impervious to the seductions of deconstruction. Talking about the work of the Subaltern Studies group of historians of South Asia and commenting on the work of Ranajit Guha, he notices that such intellectuals are more interested in deconstructing than in destroying, and he says that the key is knowing how to read, as the deconstructionists say. You do get such bits here and there, which show that he did not completely put them aside as immoral nihilists.

BCB: As you suggest, in Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said began tentatively to use the terminology of certain “poststructuralist” thinkers, such as Deleuze and Guattari’s “nomadology” from A Thousand Plateaus.4 What are your wider thoughts on his attempt to put such concepts to work in his writings?

GCS: I think he belonged to a completely different mind-set, Ben. When I read Kant’s newspaper essay “What Is Enlightenment?” and come across the description of the enlightened subject as the scholar who writes for all time and all people, I think of Edward Said. That was his mode, as he himself made clear in Representations of the Intellectual. When Kant talks about the relationship of the enlightened scholar to his place of work—Kant was himself a professor—we are sometimes surprised to see that the freedom of the enlightened scholar relates more to his published work than to his everyday relationship to the university. This point relates to Said’s comfortable relationship with Columbia and the courageous truth telling of his writings.

BCB: Do you think Said’s work has made an opening for feminist scholars of postcolonialism?

GCS: I think you can use Said’s work for feminism, but I don’t think it directly carries feminist content.

To come back in closing to the anniversary of 9/11, we miss Edward Said as a general presence. Ernesto Laclau phoned from London, having just read of further horrors of the U.S. occupation of Iraq. “Gayatri, your colleague,” he began, and we both knew of whom he was speaking, “whom I did not know very well,” he continued, “although I was going to have a conversation with him this year, is sorely missed in a situation like this one. He gave us ideas about how to think and how to fight against what’s happening.” That voice is not heard any more. As a general presence, a person who reacted in ways that taught us things, he was important to us.

I met former Columbia provost Jonathan Cole by chance on the street. He told me he had just finished writing a book. I asked him what the book was about. He said, “It’s about the way in which the university has lost its franchise as a place of education in contemporary society.” I said, “Strange that one would have to justify the university as a place of education; it’s like justifying the nonburning of libraries. I miss Edward.” Cole was a close friend of Edward’s. He said, “I knew, of course, that I would miss him, but I did not realize that I would miss him quite so much.” This need for his presence in the current post-9/11 destruction of free society in the United States is teaching us afresh how important he was.

NOTES

These explanatory notes were made by interviewer Ben Conisbee Baer.

1. Harold Aram Veeser, Edward Said: Life, Politics, and Thought (New York: Routledge, forthcoming in 2010).

2. “Postphenomenological” philosophy, as we call it here, emerged in the writing of thinkers who had a critical intimacy with the work of Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger in particular. Jacques Derrida and Emmanuel Lévinas drew implications from the philosophies of Husserl and Heidegger that they both enabled and suppressed in their work. For example, Husserlian phenomenology sought to track the elusive presence of the object as it is intended by consciousness, or as it appears to the “I.” Lévinas brings out the ethical dimension of the phenomenological analyses of the encounter with the “otherness” of what appears to the “I.” In effect, he claims that this alterity is the very thing that allows me to be me, binding me to it in a relationship of responsibility even as it is finally unknowable. This is not the “other” in the more Saidian sense of being “othered”: turned into an object of knowledge that supports an imperialistic or orientalizing project. Derrida elaborates on Husserl, Heidegger, and Lévinas in multiple arenas too broad to summarize here. A useful overall account of these relations appears in Simon Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruction (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 1999).

3. Jacques Derrida, Adieu to Emmanuel Lévinas (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999).

4. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian Massumi (London: Athlone, 1992). The authors define nomadology as a way of knowing and doing; they differentiate it from the “State,” which they view as a monolithic and law-bound entity. The nomadological approach is extrastate, mobile, strategic, pluralizing, and boundary crossing, akin, perhaps, to Antonio Gramsci’s “maneuvering war” but more generalized. It may describe movements as heterogeneous, such as nongovernmental organizations and criminal gangs, or be used more literally to describe the nomads and exiles unassimilated to the institutional structures of nation-states. Despite Said’s cautious usage, the speculative inflation and sometimes uncritical celebration of anything “nomadic” has proceeded apace in the intervening years.
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Beginnings Again

Michael Wood

I

There is a temptation, given the directions and importance of Edward Said’s later work, and missing as we now do the sanity and the passion of his thinking about the Middle East, to treat his literary work as subordinate to his political essays and to see his early work as a mere prelude to what was to come. Or even to see his literary work as bluntly political and to forget the early writing altogether. We have Orientalism, first published in 1978, and we have Said’s further pathbreaking studies in postcolonial theory and practice, along with his indefatigable commentaries on the changing and threatened fate of the Palestinians. The rest is silence, a season before the beginning.

I don’t believe that we need to resist this temptation entirely, at least in its milder form, even though it rests on a false chronology and an untenable division: Said had been writing about Arabs and Israelis since 1970, and he continued to write about music and literature until he died.1 A look at Said’s literary studies allows us to see the long continuities, to find a certain sense of politics therein, and to see the theory of imperialism in unlikely places. Without the later work we should perhaps not be so interested to read, in Said’s book on Joseph Conrad, a version of his Harvard dissertation, published in 1965, of “an imperialism of ideas, which easily converts itself into the imperialism of nations,” or to learn, in a 1967 essay on R. P. Blackmur and Georges Poulet, that “criticism is notorious for its imperialism, carried out in the name of understanding.”2 The first time Said used the famous quotation from Marx that became one of the epigraphs to Orientalism—“They cannot represent themselves, they must be represented”—was in the 1976 essay “On Repetition,” and the context was European social class rather than the West’s invention of the East.3

In another 1967 essay we note the significance to Said of the work of Merleau-Ponty, which he never disavowed but repeatedly reworked. “Merleau-Ponty’s central philosophic position,” Said says, “is that we are in the world before we can think about it.” A little later, he comments on the philosopher’s statement “The world is not what I think, but what I live through.”4 World and worldliness were enduring terms for Said, almost magically freighted concepts that he invoked again and again when he wanted to indicate the poverty or shortcomings of a theory or a view. Literary criticism, he suggests in The World, the Text, and the Critic, especially Anglo-American literary criticism, is too keen to turn away from the world, to forget the “materiality” of literature, “the text’s situation in the world.” “Worldliness does not come and go.” It is not a synonym for our slackest idea of history, “the impossibly vague notion that all things take place in time.” Things do take place in time, but we haven’t said enough if we don’t say more: “Literature is produced in time and in society by human beings, who are themselves agents of, as well as somewhat independent actors within, their actual history.”5

In the early work we can see the first formulations of later thoughts, and we can watch those thoughts begin their career of alteration and repetition. Said’s later argument, for example, was not that “an imperialism of ideas easily converts itself into the imperialism of nations” but that the imperialism of nations makes profound and effective (and often unobserved) use of the imperialism of ideas. Similarly, although Said continued to believe that “we are in the world before we can think about it,” he refused the antitheoretical implications of this claim. It is because thought comes late to us that we so desperately need it, that it becomes an unrefusable obligation of the conscious life.

The concepts of rescue and completion, which Said explored in his early work and never abandoned, are also important in this context. He first encountered both notions in Conrad, and they are essential not only to his view of Conrad’s career but also to his sense of his own. In an 1899 letter, which Said cites both in his Conrad book and in Beginnings (1975), the novelist described his work as an unmoving monster. “Its eyes are baleful; it is as still as death itself—and it will devour me . . . I am alone with it in a chasm with perpendicular sides of black basalt. Never were sides so perpendicular and smooth and high . . . There’s no rope long enough for that rescue.”6 Though no rope is long enough, Conrad manages to put the monster to rest by finishing his novel. And then, of course, the monster wakes when the novelist starts another. But the writer who can’t be rescued may himself be a rescuer, as Conrad suggests in an essay on Henry James: “The creative art of a writer of fiction may be compared to rescue work carried out in darkness against cross gusts of wind swaying the action of a great multitude. It is rescue work, this snatching of vanishing phases of turbulence, disguised in fair words, out of native obscurity into a light where the struggling forms may be seen, seized upon, endowed with the only possible permanence in this world of relative values—the permanence of memory.”7

The writer turns turbulence into words, drags it into light, and makes it memorable—a view that Said shared not only of Conrad’s work but of writing generally, or of all writing that is not merely functional. The fact that the writer could and does fail is an essential part of this adventure. “He had failed,” Said says of Conrad’s prose at those moments when it goes slack or vacant, “to rescue meaning from his undisciplined experience.”8 But Conrad didn’t always fail, whatever the novelist himself thought. “The achievement of Conrad’s life,” Said says, “was that he had actively borne a full burden of felt order and disorder.” This is the achievement of his life, we note; but he had made writing his life, and his fictional characters, in Said’s view, constantly try to rescue their pasts through narrative, “to interpret what, at the time of occurrence, would not permit reflection.” They live in “an atmosphere that exudes the feeling of something wrong, which has to be examined or recollected or relived or worked out.”9

We can easily see how these activities—rescuing meaning, bearing a burden of feeling, belatedly interpreting, reliving, or working out an old error—bring with them the idea of incompletion, and indeed Said made a large claim for the importance of this concept, “that inherent yet necessary incompleteness of all human endeavour which is the basis of humanism.”10 Again, he found a fabulous quotation from Conrad to signal the point. “And besides, the last word is not said,—probably shall never be said. Are not our lives too short for that full utterance which through all our stammerings is of course our only and abiding intention?”11 Humanism is a failing dream of a full utterance. But it fails, ultimately, by the highest standards. Along the way it has many modest successes—and all the more successes because it knows its own incompleteness.

II

But now we must register some resistance to the temptation to assimilate Said’s earlier and later work, and for three excellent reasons: because the earlier work is important in its own right; because it belongs to a particular historical moment, which it both reflects and illuminates; and because it alters our view of the later work. Each of these reasons is, of course, closely implicated in the others, but I separate them here for clarity of discussion.

In a 1976 essay, published a year after Beginnings, J. Hillis Miller classified Said’s work, along with that of a few others, as “uncanny criticism.”12 This criticism might also be thought of as radical—another of Said’s most cherished words—because it refused the tired conventions and “given assumptions” of the time, above all Said’s notion that criticism is “the confrontation of an inquiring critic with a resisting text—that is, between a flexible subject and a completed object.”13 For Said, as we have just seen, neither text nor person could be completed, and we shouldn’t pretend they can. But Miller, whom Said cites in his preface to the 1985 edition of Beginnings, says that for the uncanny critics, “the moment when logic fails in their works is the moment of their deepest penetration into the actual nature of literary language, or language as such.”14 This statement certainly applies in important ways to Paul de Man, Geoffrey Hartman, and Miller himself; but in Beginnings Said refuses this particular implication, thereby showing us precisely what is new and demanding about his critical thinking. He is seeking “something rather unlike literary history, or explication de texte, or cultural generality.” He aims to isolate a problem—in this case, the question of what it means to begin—explore related examples and evidence, find an appropriate discursive language, and finally allow his quest to “learn from itself, to adjust to and change itself in progress.”15 But this process involves no failure of logic. On the contrary, Said repeatedly celebrated rationality when many of his peers were eagerly embracing an intuitive skepticism. French structuralism, for Said, whatever its flaws and limitations, was “an exemplary rational and contemporary recognition in explicit critical terms of the need to make a beginning.”16 Indeed, we might say, it was an exemplary rational recognition of the contemporary uses of reason. Whatever the discontinuities and difficulties of practicing a new history, Michel Foucault and others believed “that rational knowledge is possible, regardless of how very complex—and even unattractive—the conditions of its production and acquisition.”17 Said suggested, “Structuralism has demonstrated the value of determinedly rational examination, has displaced the prior mystique of mere appreciation passing itself off as scholarship.”18

Yet Said’s stance was close enough to the skepticism of his contemporaries for his idea of rational knowledge to seem difficult, even puzzling. It was full of contradictions. On several occasions in the late 1960s when I heard Said lecture on repetition, say, I was convinced that the subject was originality. And vice versa. For him, to begin was always to begin again, and so in one sense not to begin at all: “Paradoxically, an interest in beginnings is often the corollary result of not believing that any beginning can be located.”19

Repetition includes the idea of anticipation as well as the idea of return. Repetition and originality are opposed, but not always, because originality implies a first loss as well as a first start, and each concept may turn into the other.20 Said’s key terms do not simply have opposites, or imply their opposites. They are their opposites; they become themselves by wrestling with their doubles, as if they were not words at all but tormented characters in Conrad. We have to pay attention, Said says in a brilliant, seemingly casual definition of reading, “to what the words drag along with them, whether that is the memory of the writing or some other, hidden, and perhaps subversive opposite.”21

Like William Empson, Said evokes Freud’s seminal essay “The Antithetical Meaning of Primal Words.” Indeed, Freud, along with Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, was an essential figure in Said’s intellectual formation, a genuine maître à penser: the pages on Freud in Beginnings are among the most deeply felt and intensely worked. Said also had another master closer to hand: his Princeton teacher R. P. Blackmur, who typically thought several things at once and was adept at catching the movements of his own mind in language. In the early essay I cite above, Said comments, “Blackmur himself survives the momentary sense of his terms.”22 These antecedents are important, but more important still, I believe, is the sheer intimacy with which Said lived his sense of contradiction. He was an exemplar of a habit of thought even more than a product of formal education; he combined lived experience—that of a Palestinian whose education, begun in Egypt, continued in the United States—with a particular set of formative influences that were comparative, cosmopolitan, and dialectical. I have mentioned Empson, and Said did too, but only in passing. Said’s writing also bears a certain resemblance, in the sense of opposites fiercely entangled in each other, to the work of Derrida. But finally the practice of contradiction in Said doesn’t resemble Empson’s ambiguity, or his definitions of so-called complex words, and Said did not call for a Derridean deconstruction of binary oppositions. He thought in the way he needed to think, which called for him to insist on logic rather than confront its failure. Logic sustains our contradictions and helps us be clear about them. It would be pleasant, perhaps, if such contradictions could be dissolved or resolved. Or perhaps it wouldn’t. Perhaps contradiction is like incompletion, a feature of being alive and awake. Contradiction is what we live with and through, and logic allows us to see how we are living.

What I call the practice of contradiction is evident everywhere in Said’s early work (and less and less in the later work) and is best illustrated by a look at the central argument of Beginnings. One appealing and characteristic aspect of this argument is the notion that to begin means, among other things, to discover or invent the beginning you didn’t know you had. This element of discovery certainly applies to all the literary figures Said cares about, but he also names Freud, Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, and Lévi-Strauss as thinkers who “define the characteristically human in terms of what we might call the possibility of an alternative, or a second time.”23 In other words, we don’t have a first chance until we find the second. This dizzying thought helps us understand why Said mentions Borges as often as he does. But of course the dizzying thought, on reflection, is also the soundest rational sense. How could we count to one if we couldn’t at least count to two?

“A beginning is already a project under way,” Said wrote, and “a beginning is often that which is left behind.”24 These quotes paint two slightly different pictures of what we might call the lateness of beginnings. Should we say, to adapt Merleau-Ponty’s phrase, that we have always begun before we can think about it? Said would accept this proposition, I assume, but only as a preparation for an important next step: we haven’t really begun until we have begun to think about beginning. We need to discover or invent an intention for our projects; without it, any endeavor will be orphaned, “like a foundling, awaiting an author or a speaker to father it, to authorize its being.”25 Here Said comes particularly close to the skeptics he opposes.

Consider these opposing claims: beginnings do exist in reality, although we cannot always identify them; no beginnings occur in reality, because the very idea of a beginning is a fiction. Said thought the first claim to be both dogmatic and metaphysical, a version of “radical inauthenticity.”26 Reality is under no obligation to supply beginnings just because we are in the habit of believing in them. The second claim, Said suggested, has to be respected, and at one point he says, “A beginning might well be a necessary fiction.”27 The second claim overlooks (and the first claim assuages too easily) our practical and moral need for beginnings. We can’t do without them, whether they are fictional or not. Said now makes his crucial distinction in the book between beginnings and origins. Beginnings are active, he says, and origins are passive. A beginning is a human intention; an origin is a theological postulate.28 A beginning is something we may have to invent; an origin is something we cannot know but must accept. At this point, Said’s argument takes on its most paradoxical but also profoundly humanist form. Some beginnings, he suggests, are practical points of departure and are thus both invented and real, first conceived and then acted upon. “A beginning is a formal appetite imposing a severe discipline on the mind.” These beginnings are accompanied by, caught up in, a more purely mental activity, both a longing and an anxiety, where the very thought of beginning is always just beyond our reach, because wherever we look, we find only the already begun. This second class of beginning represents the unknown, but “the unknown remains with us to haunt us from its horizon even after we have consciously begun.” This is Said’s way of mediating between, or collapsing, the two claims about beginnings. Yes, beginnings exist, but they are human inventions and choices, like, we might say, opening a railway or getting married. And no, these choices are not completely new beginnings, because they were in many senses already under way before we took them on. A beginning, then, is both a practicality and a sort of phantom, and when we put these two manifestations together, we see that we have necessary fictions rather than necessary fictions. Or rather, we go beyond fiction. Fiction and reality meet up in the notion that what is indispensable may also be wrong. But then we feel its wrongness, and we know it won’t always be wrong, only unprovable. In this notion skepticism becomes vigilance rather than mere indulgence in doubt or what Said calls “manic hopelessness.” Action makes the fiction real, and the fiction reminds us that reality could have been different. Said concludes the second chapter of Beginnings with this statement: “In this space certain fiction and certain reality come together as identity. Yet we can never be certain what part of identity is true, what part fictional. This will be true as long as part of the beginning eludes us, so long as we have language to help us and hinder us in finding it, and so long as language provides us with a word whose meaning must be made certain if it is not to be wholly obscure.”29

III

“Theory is a cold and lying tombstone of departed truth,” Conrad wrote. Said doesn’t openly dissociate himself from this statement, although his comment on it (“as if to say that truth itself consisted entirely of the movement immediately connected to the person performing the action”) suggests a different direction of thought.30 For Conrad, theory is whatever gets between us and a fabulous realm beyond interpretation, where words are no longer needed and where our imaginations and our egos express themselves without mediation. “What is that realm?” Said asks in The World, the Text, and the Critic. “It is a world of such uncomplicated coincidence between intention, word, and deed that the ghost of a fact, as Lord Jim has it, can be put to rest.”31 This quote is a splendid example of Said’s antithetical thinking because Conrad’s novel says precisely the opposite. The narrator remarks that it is “impossible to lay the ghost of a fact,” alluding to the fact of another man’s disgrace.32 Yet, of course, Said is right, having leapt ahead of the merely literal. This impossibility is the sort that would vanish in Conrad’s imagined, alternative realm, the place where intentions, words, and deeds are one. One of the strengths of Said’s criticism is his ability to be extremely sympathetic to such a vision while remaining perfectly clear about the degree of desperation this fantasy implies.

A refusal of theory then looks like a refusal of reality, as Said began to argue in the later 1960s. Theory, properly understood, would rescue the study of literature from triviality, or its worldlessness. Once again dismissing “appreciation” as an appropriate mode of serious criticism, along with “methodologies” and “techniques,” Said insisted that theory “is more generous and capable of finer strictness than either alternative.”33 But what is theory, apart from a representation of everything that complicates dreams of immediacy? Perhaps we should ask what it was, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, when Said was writing on this subject, because “each historical moment produces its own characteristic forms of the critical act, its own arena in which critic and text challenge one another.”34 Theory, in Said’s view, would connect text and world, without underrepresenting either. It would pay close attention to words, but not only to words, and above all it would see that literature is a place of worldly confrontation, not scholarly peace—always remembering that the association of scholarship and peace is itself something of a fantasy. “Oriental texts,” for example, would no longer “inhabit a realm without development or power, one that exactly corresponds to the position of a colony for European texts and culture,” and we would give up “the fallacy of imagining the life of texts as being pleasantly ideal and without force or conflict.”35 This notion is very attractive, but theory still sounds like a panacea, and we cannot easily see what is theoretical about it. I shall not attempt a full-scale accounting of the many meanings of the word theory in the American academy thirty or forty years ago, but we can benefit from glancing at its principal zones or regions. In the first instance, “theory” meant French thought in literature, anthropology, philosophy, psychoanalysis. Later it came to include the work of Walter Benjamin and the Frankfurt School; and later still it embraced Russian Formalism.

Second, “theory” meant an interest in disciplines and movements that were not themselves literary: not just the areas I’ve mentioned but also social theories and practices like Marxism and feminism. In this sense, theory represented a breakout from a closed and complacent academic world, although Said was always keen to remind us that this attention to other modes of thought and action was characteristic of modernism at its best and most inquisitive. Eliot raided anthropology and the study of religion for his poems, and Empson thought constantly about new developments in science and mathematics. Lionel Trilling, Said remarks, “the critic whose work in the United States had most assuredly placed English studies centrally on the literary agenda, spoke of a modern literature that included Diderot, Mann, Freud, Gide and Kafka.”36 Thus “theory” in the American 1960s and 1970s represented a renewed and newly inflected internationalism but not an entirely fresh start—a perfect Saidian beginning, in other words. “Criticism in America today,” Said wrote in 1976, “is more cosmopolitan than it has been since the first two decades of this century.”37 Third, “theory” meant self-awareness about the discipline and the profession of literary study, a willingness to ask all the difficult questions that had been swept under the carpet or locked away and lost. What is literature? Why do we need literature? What is it for? Whom is it for? How is it different from history? From philosophy? Theory was a sophisticated way of making the old, crude 1960s demand for “relevance,” or at least a way of answering those who made such a demand. Of course, plenty of heated argument had taken place in the supposedly quiet times before “theory” arrived, especially about the respective merits of historical and formal approaches to literary texts. But this period also saw a curious and protracted consensus about the terms of the argument and a distinct inclination to get on with the daily job without addressing the large issues. Such an approach has its virtues, of course, but these virtues are not everlasting, and if one clings to them too long, they look like avoidance.

An anecdote may help evoke this period. During the oral examination of a Ph.D. candidate, the question arose of animal imagery in the novels of D. H. Lawrence—a subject not at the cutting edge of literary studies in the 1970s but one that might still have yielded interesting results—the candidate first listed the occasions on which rabbits figure in Lawrence’s fiction. We then moved on to horses. My colleagues seemed completely satisfied by this analysis-free series of appreciative mentions. Then, as if there were no other kind of literary question in the world, one of my colleagues kindly said to the candidate, “And are there any other animals you would like to talk about?” At that moment I understood the appeal of “theory.” Until then I had thought some theorists were interesting and some not; I thought the same about traditional scholars. I also thought that “theory” was not a single thing that we had automatically to be for or against. But this example certainly highlights the appeal of “theory,” whatever it is, as long as it encourages questions and an active, even troubled engagement with literary study. Theory’s questions might be abstruse, and at times even inane. But they at least require us to think about them, whereas those fictional animals could be pulled out of a book without a second’s analytical consideration.

In some parts of Beginnings, we may now feel that Said was following a fashion that didn’t suit him. The talk about texts and textuality seems a little fussy, as if Said thought he had to acknowledge an almost infinite indirectness before he could return to the direct connections that interested him. But his arguments about “adjacency” and “molestation” are powerful, and they carry out in detail the deep practice of contradiction I have described. The quality that Said admires in his chosen modernists—Joyce, Yeats, and Mann, as well as Conrad and the thinkers I have mentioned—the element that he sees as the great adventure of their period, is their determination to refer “to other works, but also to reality and to the reader, by adjacency, not sequentially or dynastically.” Later in the book, he says, “Instead of a source, we have the intentional beginning, instead of a story a construction.” Said eloquently insists that the modernists sought something “beyond the reach of genealogy,” a world of “words, children, ideas” all “freed from the domination of a single original cause, like the father or the image.”38 Sometimes Said writes of the replacement of fathers by brothers, but this figure is perhaps still a touch too genealogical. The modernists, often with great difficulty, sought to replace inheritance by creative choice, and we today might want to begin again by selecting entirely new fathers for ourselves, rather than refusing fatherhood altogether. We need only refuse genealogy as doom, as unavoidable nature.

The European novel as a genre, in Said’s view, performs the prehistory of this adventure. It mimes genetic life, as if a literary form could offer a kind of biology, and it owes its astonishing successes to the deep attraction of this idea. But the novel as a form also knows that it is faking, pulling off an immense cultural trick, whereby worlds of artifice will be taken as merely natural. Said calls this knowledge “molestation.” “Molestation . . . is a consciousness of one’s duplicity, one’s confinement to a fictive, scriptive realm, whether one is a character or a novelist.”39 He cites three “special conditions” for the rise of narrative fiction in Europe: a doubt about the authority of the voice that is speaking (a fear of being fictional, we might say, or of writing only fiction); a sense that whatever truths may be available to us can be approached only indirectly; and “an extraordinary fear of the void that antedates private authority.”40 I don’t think this triple claim makes historical sense. It is too broad, exceptions are too easily found, and the argument has a whiff of anachronism, as if Nietzsche and Freud had crept into the eighteenth century and moved all the furniture. But the whole picture of authority and molestation—an authority that secretly craves molestation, a molestation that often shores up the authority it seeks to bother—offered a remarkable fable of modernism to Said. From the eighteenth century until the early twentieth, a great adventure had taken place: a long new beginning that was rational and hopeful despite its clashes with despair and unreason.

IV

The words “after theory” are in the air now, and even Said came to believe that theory had taken a wrong turn, that at least in the American academy, it had gone sadly quietist and conservative. There is something both touching and amusing about Said’s remark, in his 1985 preface to Beginnings, that he “can only plead guilty” to failing to predict that “theory” too, just like the old approaches, could be used to “purge” literary texts of their worldliness and set them apart in hermetic isolation.41 Was this quietism already implicit in French structuralism and its successors? Many have thought so, and Said himself repeatedly pointed to structuralism’s difficulty in dealing with “change and force.” But he persisted in believing not only in the “vitality of modernism” but in the “radical spirit” of what came to be called theory. “At its best,” he said, “radical criticism is exactly like all radical activity: full of its own changing, and haunted by its opposite.”42

Said would say now, I think, that the world “after theory” is not full enough of its own changing, and indeed is perhaps not changing enough. And we could utter the words “after theory” in a tone of embarrassment rather than triumph. What if we haven’t “begun,” in Said’s sense, with theory or half of what it offers us? What if we have simply made “theory” mean too many things and have been in too great a rush to believe we have mastered the difficult thought of our time? What if we have thought we were radical because we stirred up the academy but all the while have been letting the world go by? Whenever we return to these questions, we shall find in Said’s work a model and an encouragement, a working example of what radical criticism can be.

It is in this sense that Said’s early work can illuminate the later, preventing us from letting it settle into orthodoxy. We need to remember how restless and inquiring Said’s cast of mind was and how devoted he was to the unreconciled in life and literature and music. Such a career can have no teleology, no steady progress toward a final achievement, no completion. And it can’t produce coherent notions of earliness and lateness. The continuities we find in Said’s work reflect not a smooth persistence but a series of tense entanglements between what is literally early and literally late. His very idea of late style—his book on this subject appeared in 2006—involved not serenity and wisdom but continuing creative disturbance. “Each of us,” he wrote, thinking of figures like Rembrandt, Matisse, Bach, and Wagner, “can readily supply evidence of how it is that late works crown a lifetime of aesthetic endeavor. . . . But what of artistic lateness not as harmony and resolution, but as intransigence, difficulty and unresolved contradiction?”43 And what of critical lateness not as ripeness and singleness of thought but as commitment to a practice full of change and haunted by what could never be finished?
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Side by Side

The Other Is Not Mute

Laura Nader

In Culture and Imperialism (1993) Edward Said describes the Western cultural imagination that inspired Europeans to extend their rule across the globe and that fed their belief in their right and obligation to dominate other peoples. Said also followed and identified an “oppositional strain” in a number of writings that sought to expose this system of domination and point out its imperialist assumptions and insidious effects. Such effects stemmed from the justification of Western ambitions and took the form of slow cultural decolonization in many areas of the world. Even in the 1950s when I sought to fulfill my graduate requirements at Harvard University, traces of these effects remained. I was told that only two foreign languages—French and German—were considered civilizational in the university’s canon; Arabic did not qualify. In Algeria at that time Arabic was forbidden as a formal language of instruction and administration. In Culture and Imperialism Said argued for mutual respect and coexistence and highlighted the anthropological truism that human beings have been intertwined and connected since the start, always digesting each other’s discoveries. In this chapter, I explore this “oppositional strain” further. My goal is to delineate a line of thinking, sometimes summarized as coexistence, that has long and deep roots in the East. This notion defines a manner of engagement that runs side-by-side or eye-to-eye and refuses hierarchy, recognizing human beings as equal but malleable and therefore capable of difference.

The author would like to thank Saddeka Arebi, Ayfer Bartu, Monica Eppinger, Brad Erickson, Chris Hebdon, Jesse Sanford, Rik Pinxton, and many other students and colleagues who have discussed the issues raised in this essay.

CAN CULTURES COMMUNICATE?

When Edward Said came onto the public scene, he surprised many British and American publics. Thanks to his voice, the Other—in this case the Arab Palestinian—was not mute. He had a special voice that incorporated high English and American culture as well as his own high Arab culture of literature and politics, poetry and novels. Said had a deep knowledge of both cultures that allowed him to initiate a dialogue with Western scholars, but the balance between him and British and American intellectuals was skewed in his favor (or one might say “not in his favor” for the same reason). His Other had a constricted understanding of contemporary Arab culture.

I first met Edward Said at an American Enterprise Institute (AEI) roundtable in September 1976. We were on a panel with Samuel Huntington and Mustafa Safwan titled “Can Cultures Communicate?” (American Enterprise Institute 1976), a two-day conference in Washington, D.C., on Arab and American cultures. In his opening statement Said said, “Arab culture is not widely known in this country. The problems of translation are many, but that is only part of it. If you were to ask a generally literate American about what is now taking place culturally in the Arab world—in poetry, in fiction, in the arts generally—he would be very hard put to name a single figure of any importance. That is to say, of any importance to the Arabs”(American Enterprise Institute 1976: 2). He continued, “America as a cultural entity to the Arab world is rather different from the reverse. . . . The general Arab image of America and the West has been one of wonder and of some admiration, which in the past few decades has, for the most part, soured” (4). He spoke of a long history of cultural attitudes, which could be described as Western stereotypes now filtered into American culture:

This “schism” between words and actions or reality in Arab culture has been made by people who do not know the language. These generalizations about the way Arabs think and the way Arabs speak, and the difference between them, are made on the basis of a few free-floating generalizations about Arab society and Arab mentality. In any other situation, one would openly call this racist. You cannot characterize a culture according to some norm that you impose on the relationships between words and actions and say, “It is perfectly clear that Arabs really never mean what they say.”. . . Words and actions differ in all societies. . . . But to make an arbitrary judgment and say it is greater in Arab societies and less great in Sweden and in the United States is perhaps a rather dangerous form of generalization, which leads to nothing productive. (American Enterprise Institute 1976: 8–9)

Indeed, Said was correct: no culture has a monopoly on the gap between word and deed, nor are there adequate measures of such phenomena, although there probably should be. The tendency to see one’s own culture as the most logical, the most beautiful, the most whatever is a phenomenon that anthropologists refer to as ethnocentrism. This type of cultural bias seems to be the grounds for Said’s later elaborate and damning refutation of Huntington’s book The Clash of Civilizations. His contention with the term civilization is particularly noteworthy.

In another section of the 1976 dialogue, Said pointed out that the relationship between the West and the Arab world is strange in that it is perceived not as a relationship between two contemporary cultures but as one between a contemporary culture and a classical culture. Whatever knowledge Americans have of Arab culture is skewed toward classical culture and focused on people like Ibn Khaldoun, Averroes, and medieval philosophers, writers, and poets: “So Americans know nothing about the modern Egyptian novel, for example, or about modern Syrian poetry. A most peculiar sort of time lag exists in the world today. . . . Everything to be found in Arab society appears degenerate somehow, a degraded version of the great classical past” (American Enterprise Institute 1976: 12).

In his public lecture, Said commented, “Preceding the Gulf War on Iraq, books on ancient Iraq and Babylonia were being made available by publishers, not books on the modern and contemporary history. I would say that even Arab intellectuals like Ibn Khaldoun and Averroes are widely unknown as well as the Arabo-Islamic contributions to the West overshadowed as they were by Orientalists writing on the backwardness and stagnation of Islam” (American Enterprise Institute 1976: 8).

Said also criticized a lack of Arab purpose in understanding the United States in any systematic way. In his view a deep knowledge of both cultures was necessary for informed dialogue and mutual respect. This view was both the moral ground on which Said stood and an expression of his own cultural traditions, and of course, it was a major irritant for his critics, who might ask: Is there any value to the argument that the West’s search for knowledge about Arab society, literature, religion is cast through the same prism of the colonial gaze? So although engagement with the Other takes place, little understanding follows.

In a 1992 article, Ella Shohat, herself an Arab Jew living between two cultures, explained what is so threatening about Edward Said’s style of presentation and representation:

Spokespersons such as Said, Ibrahim Abu-Lughod, James Zogby, and Rashid Khalidi defy the stereotypical Arab look of thick mustaches, hooked noses, or halting English and heavy Arab accent. They can also speak within the American media’s discursive norms. Said, whose area of academic specialization is not Middle Eastern studies but English and Comparative Literature, presents an entirely “mainstream” image. Since Arabs have consistently been represented as antithetical to all things Western, the idea of a spokesperson on Palestinian-Arab rights intimately aware of Western culture is extremely disturbing, particularly for the Israelo-centric politics of representations. The point is a sensitive one for Israel’s self-image and for official Israeli propaganda, which, along the lines of the culture of Empire, portrays “Arabs” as ignorant of Western civilization. Historical encounters between Arabs and the West, for example during the “Golden Age” in Iberia and during the two hundred years of colonial rule, are minimized. Such representation has been especially crucial for a nation-state that is geographically situated in the Middle East but whose imagery constantly revolves around the “West.” (Shohat 1992: 128)

Especially in his later years and particularly in his visits to Egypt, Edward Said urged his fellow Arabs to study and understand the culture of the West (Said 1993: 294) and advocated the establishment of departments of American studies in Arab universities. Said, however, was not the first to point out the necessity of understanding the culture of those with whom dialogue is essential.

STUDYING EUROPE

In the early nineteenth century, Muhammad Ali recognized a need to understand Europe and particularly the French after the Napoleonic invasion of Egypt in 1798. In 1826 an Egyptian delegation, with Rifa’ah Al-Tahtawi as its imam, was sent to France. Al-Tahtawi spent five years in Paris (1826–31) and in 1834 published the first ethnographic study of “a strange land with strange customs.” The book, written for the Egyptian populace, was an attempt to begin a dialogue about a compromise between East and West and to consider the possibilities of forging a harmonious relation between equal, if different, parts. For Al-Tahtawi the West was a place for exchange, for mutual reflection, for interactivity. Although his French teachers of translation wanted to convert him to their notion of what it is to be civilized, the dialogue he conducted with himself in his book reveals that he was not a total convert and had not become an apostle of European modernity and development. He made comparisons explicit, by pointing out or turning upside down the arrogance of positional superiority he found around him. He made clear that he knew the Arabs were the teachers of the Europeans, yet he was forthright in his admiration for French notions of freedom, justice, and equity. By the time one completes a reading of An Imam in Paris (2004), as it is called in its first English translation, one senses the possibility of exchange between two different yet similar cultures—similar because of our common humanity. The opportunities engage the mind, offering possibilities of coexistence.

Al-Tahtawi’s view reminds one of Said’s, except that Said wrote after more than a hundred years of imperialism and colonialism whereas Al-Tahtawi was entangled with the modernizing project. Nevertheless, both found themselves between two civilizational modes (or as Said would say, “living in two cultures or two languages”). Both were empowered by firsthand knowledge of Europe and the Arab world. Both recognized the need to distinguish between and connect logical thought and emotion. But Said had experienced colonialism firsthand, so modernization was not his priority as it was for Al-Tahtawi. For Said, the notion of modernity had little utility because he refused to internalize the Western idea of the developmental inferiority of Arab society. But for Al-Tahtawi, this project of modernization was apparently the justification for his stay in France. Furthermore, while Said viewed his own identity as contrapuntal rather than fixed, Al-Tahtawi saw himself as transitory and instrumental in his communication with the Other.

In “The Resonance of the Arab-Islamic Heritage in the Work of Edward Said” (1992), Ferial Ghazoul wrote perceptively about Said’s method of revising distortions in Western discourse to arrive at a fresh way of looking at the power dimension. For example, he discussed the Irish poet Yeats and the Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish in the same article and looked at Foucault in tandem with Ibn Khaldoun, comparing them in order to undermine the parochialism of Western thought, to unmask prejudice disguised as intellectual product.

Said often challenged the “Western canon.” In a lecture at Cambridge in 2002, he said that humanism cannot be truly humanist if it does not account for humanistic production outside the Western canon (Said 2004). He could not have done any of this critique if he had been enclosed in the Middle Eastern studies paradigm. And neither could Al-Tahtawi have gained the insight that comes from comparison had he not, as a student of translation, understood both French and Arabic. As he observed, “When it comes to word plays, expressions, and the multiple usage of them, ornate rhetorical figures based on pronunciation, French is devoid of all this. What in Arabic is seen as embellishment, the French sometimes perceive as weakness.” In sum, he said, “All of the elegance of an Arabic text disappears once it has been translated” (2004: 182). His recognition that each language has its specific conventions of usage that do not always translate came from his comparison of the two languages. Yet, though language differences are a path to understanding, as they were for both Al-Tahtawi and Said, cultural patterning occurs on a foundation of similarity. In general, such an orientation is more common among Arab and other Middle Eastern intellectuals.

If one reads Amin Maalouf’s The Crusades through Arab Eyes (1984) as a counterpoint to the Orientalism described by Said, one finds no evidence that Muslims believed that the Crusader Franj were inherently inferior. The Arab historian Usama Ibn Munqidh believed the Franj could become equals through the civilizing influence of his society precisely because their barbaric actions were not seen as signs of inherent or perpetual inferiority. As Ibn Munqidh wrote, “Their barbarian mores were gradually being refined by contact with the Orient” (Maalouf 1984: 129). Al-Jabarti’s Chronicle of the French Occupation of Egypt (1975) presents scenes of episodic chaos and human depravity, but the wronged party, his Egyptians, are nowhere valorized. In fact the description of an orgy of looting is anything but a sympathetic depiction of Coptic, Muslim, or Jewish Egyptians.

Al-Jabarti’s view of the Napoleonic invasion is a tonic to the one-sided gaze of Egyptian coffeehouses by Edward William Lane’s The Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians (1923), written in 1836. In Lane’s book, the coffeehouse is a fixed scene entirely separate from the eyes of the observer. He does not see his own reflection in the mirror (Naddaf 1986). However, Al-Jabarti’s work, like the magnetic stimulus of Said’s Orientalism, contributes to a conversation on Orientalism and Occidentalism. Whereas Al-Jabarti holds the French in high regard by virtue of their discipline, organization, and unity, qualities whose lack he laments in his countrymen, he also holds them in contempt. Yet, despite the antipathies, one sees no suggestion either in Maalouf’s sources or in Al-Jabarti’s writing that the Arabs considered themselves inherently superior to the Europeans, as is found in the intended or unintended racist ideology of some Orientalist writings. Rather the Arab historians display the reciprocal gaze of the Arab/Muslim East, which evokes the old formulation of the People of the Book to recognize that Muslims, Christians, and Jews share the same God and the same religious foundations.

FOUNDATIONS OF SIMILARITY

If racism entails a worldview that groups people hierarchically in ways that predicate the inherent and heritable superiority and entitlement of the dominant group, Arab observers seem free of such superiority. This latter tradition, of which Edward Said was a part, lends itself more easily to open dialogue based on assumptions of similarity. Such suppositions may explain why Arabs and Arab Americans on talk shows often preface their remarks with “We are human beings too.” Arab/Muslim professed commitments to equality and the absence of hierarchy signal inclusion rather than exclusion, a reflexive comparison. To understand new things, we have to describe them in words we already know and understand. Thus, the exact moment of comparison is also the moment of analysis, and a variety of theoretical lenses allow nuanced images that are both complex and specific, reflecting an ambiguity and multiplicity of perspectives.

In another nineteenth-century Arab observation, this time on European music, Ahmad Faris recognized the cultural within the realm of habit, which is something learned and is therefore not inevitable: “If music were a redundancy of Logic it would be practiced uniformly even as logic is one of its canons. Yet, people differ widely within: the melodies favored by the Arabs do not move others; nay, the Arabs themselves differ from one another, the Egyptians being unmoved by Syrian melodies—and European melodies leave them all unmoved” (Cachia 1973: 43). Throughout the commentaries Faris applies his own sensibilities and categories to highlight the arbitrary nature of musical cultural practices.

According to Hayden White, “In Said’s worldview, things exist side-by-side with one another, not in hierarchies of relative reality or ordered series of dynastically related groups” (cited in Said 1992: 109). In this spirit Said exclaimed, “I make a systematic defense of the non-European civilizations. They were communal societies. . . . They were democratic societies. . . . They were cooperative societies, fraternal societies. I make a systematic defense of the societies destroyed by imperialism” (Said 1992: 38).

THE DOUBLE GAZE

Commentaries on the West acknowledge the problems of privileging Western writings and also acknowledge the fact that peoples of different civilizations were not the silent or frozen partners that most Westerners still make them out to be. Introducing a different or additional kind of representation disrupts the polar “Us and Them” systems and blurs the boundaries and distinctions. Such a double gaze may provide accounts of the uniqueness of different cultures while illuminating the overlapping and interconnected nature of world history. For this reason, the problem of Orientalism should not be posed as a problem of representation; rather, it is a particular system of representation, not an inevitable result when peoples encounter each other. Unlike Orientalist infrastructures, there are no organized institutions, no hegemonically organized scholarship which could be labeled as “Occidentalism.” Alternatively, people on the other side of these encounters have not been mute, nor have they shied away from making singular observations about the Western world. Interactions between peoples have taken place since the beginning of world history. In this sense, one can speak of “Occidentalisms,” non-Western perceptions of the Western world, whatever “West” might have meant. So a project of Occidentalism is my way of enhancing Said’s initial work, although Said himself argued that the dominant global presence of the West disallows equivalence and prevents a dignified Occidentalism. Occidentalism is not a remedy for Orientalism, nor is it a mirror image of Orientalism. It simply acknowledges that populations throughout time have acted upon their constructions of others and have done so in highly variable ways, even within the same culture and despite asymmetries in power.

Comparative analysis is particularly important in anthropological attempts to understand encounters between different peoples. Juan Cole (1992) argues that most negative images of the Middle East among nineteenth-century Europeans derived from a contrastive approach. Europe was rational, orderly, and virile; the East was irrational, stagnant, and effeminate. Said notes such contrasts in examining the tendency of Orientalist literature to dichotomize the human continuum into we/they contrasts. Comparison and contrast are inevitably coupled, but they are not the same. To admit difference without likeness might well be seen as faulty and ideological. As Cole suggests, even when European observers’ comparisons were actually “reflexed contrasts,” Muslim festivals and attendance at shrines recalled Roman Catholic practices for Protestant British colonial officers; British prime minister Anthony Eden read Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser as Mussolini (Cole 1992: 9). Reading comparative commentaries on the West in Occidentalist literature can make one think of the ways in which other cultures are like one’s own while giving Others their place within a common human heritage. As the boundaries between Us and Them blur, one can more easily see that We and They are part of the same history (Wolf 1982). Claude Lévi-Strauss indicated as much in 1974, describing “that crucial moment in modern thought when thanks to the great voyages of discovery, a human community which had believed itself to be complete and in its final form suddenly learned . . . that it was not alone, that it was part of a greater whole, and that in order to achieve self-knowledge, it must first of all contemplate its recognizable image in this mirror” (326). Unfortunately, the Orientalist system of representation does not provide that mirror and indeed should not be identified with representation per se. However, we might see a project on Occidentalism as a project in discovery. How should we react to elite commentary on the West (from Arab historians of the Crusades to contemporary Moroccan elites) stating that “the West, they have no culture, no civilization but they do have technology” (as a visiting Moroccan dignitary said to me)?

In a piece on Edward Said’s public intellectualism, Tim Brennan (1992) writes of Said’s defense of scholars who synthesize vast amounts of materials to reach plausible generalizations:

Such scholars strive toward ever-widening horizons of intellectual work in order to generalize, to encourage the “virtues of the roving intelligence, the need for comparative studies, the totality that is not totalizing,” the inquiry that is “free” in the necessarily ambiguous sense of that term . . . Originality is not the most important demand made of an intellectual. . . . Said played down the qualities of uniqueness or revelation, on which most professional fame is based, in pursuit of something more basic: finding one’s priorities. . . .

. . . Said sees contradictions everywhere, and urges us to internalize them by projecting, in good philological fashion, into the full experiences of others. (83, 84)

And Brennan sees this statement as a rallying cry for future work.

This spirit, which perhaps for chauvinistic reasons I call anthropological, enables Said to make provocative observations. In his comments on Western studies of the Middle East and the use of monolithic concepts like “Islam” or “the Arabs,” he noted, “People who profess to know the Middle East . . . take an immediate political event . . . and for an ultimate understanding of it, they take a couple of passages from the Koran or from some twelfth-century jurist, and say, ‘If you really want to understand what is going on, you have to go back to these lines.’. . . The equivalent of such folly is to say, ‘If you really want to understand what is taking place in the Congress on the energy bill, you have to read the New Testament very carefully, and then everything will be clear to you’ ” (American Enterprise Institute 1976: 16–17). Such a critique is likely to come from someone who understands both cultures and uses a comparative frame to uncover the eye that sees.

SIDE BY SIDE

In 1994 I wrote an essay about comparative consciousness. In it, I pointed out that although anthropology has seen a variety of comparative traditions, I support an inclusive anthropology that is not solely about non-Western, colonial, or isolated island societies. I suggested that the subject for anthropology is human existence in all its diversity, including all cultural forms found on the globe: in the suites, in the streets, in the villages, on the steppes, in the cities, in the institutions, and in the mind. Similarly, this inclusive tradition embraces many kinds of intellectuals, not just European and American ones. Anthropology, I reminded my colleagues, not only includes the whole earth today but covers the entire period of human existence. In this sense, I suggest that Edward Said had an anthropological turn of mind, even though he was sometimes critical of anthropological works, as I have also been.

The particularistic approach in which the native is mute can be distinguished from the universalistic one that allows for the Other’s Other and thereby enables us to see ourselves better. Denial, a social disease related to ethnocentrism, makes us unaware of the special lenses through which we look at life. We need “to know as much about the eye that sees as the object seen” (Kluckhohn 1949: 16). If inlooking at Egyptian women’s lives Western feminists get caught up in clitorectomy (Morsy 1991), we miss the opportunity to examine the phenomenon of breast implants in the United States, for example. If the Daniel Pipes of the world look only at militant Islam, they miss the insights that come with looking at militant Islam together with militant Christianity and Judaism. If we debunk comparison, we throw out possibilities for examining those dimensions of the human experience that are shared, such as the militancy of all world religions or the repression of women in all patriarchal societies, ours included. Without comparison, we not only practice moral imperialism, but we literally lose consciousness and become victim to the bounds of thinkable thought (Chomsky 1985). The need for increased consciousness of comparative methodologies is compelling precisely because of current political controversies that may be fueled by facile generalizations about how Muslims treat their women, for example.

The term comparative consciousness implies that people are sometimes not conscious of comparison, although the act of thinking comparatively is probably universal. In travel or journalistic observations, comparison is sometimes implicit and sometimes explicit, depending on the context. But comparison is always part of the observational substratum and always bears a dialectical relationship to the political and cultural world. Said’s point was not that Orientalist scholars purposely “misrepresent” the Middle East but that the Western political-intellectual culture that surrounds scholarship on the Orient links such representations logically to imperialism.

Comparisons that squeeze the unique into the narrow definitions of scientific variables gloss over both hegemonic and counterhegemonic influences, thereby neglecting historical processes and papering over implicit comparisons attached to the observer as instrument. Over the past several decades, all of us have become more sophisticated about the manner in which knowledge is created. The observers of the West I have mentioned are all members of elite classes, and their firsthand encounters serve up different impressions than they would have formed from a distance or even would form today.

A look at changing perceptions of women illustrates the stimulus of firsthand encounters. That women have been at the core of cultural encounters between West and East is by now obvious. The condition and status of women are especially central to Eastern and Western patriarchal societies. Women’s concepts of themselves, and their means of evaluating other societies, are often expressed in the most superficial manner, as in commentary such as “they are overcovered or they are under- covered” in their clothing habits. Given the symbolic centrality of women within or between societies, discourse about them is bound to be politicized and subject to contests about nationality, cultural authenticity, development, reform, state construction, and more. However, images of women have not solely been the creation of men.

By the end of the nineteenth century, a variety of Western women had visited or lived in the Middle East, as wives of the increasing numbers of Western officials, doctors, engineers, and businessmen who traveled there to represent Western interests. Like their male counterparts, most women who left records of their impressions of the Middle East used their own culture as a yardstick by which to judge their host countries. However, one common theme, which will ring strangely to contemporary feminists, was that Muslim women had significantly greater independence and more rights than Western women; moreover, these writers saw the Muslim Middle East as more humane than the Christian West. The reader of these accounts gets the sense that these Western women, trapped in their own forms of subjugation, thought that Oriental lives might be preferable to their own. Using the perspective of both gender and class, Billie Melman’s Women’s Orients (1992) analyzes British women’s travelogues on the Middle East between 1821 and 1914. Among these visitors were the eighteenth-century aristocrat Mary Wortley Montagu, who recorded the fulfilling opportunities available to Turkish women, and travelers who re-created the harem in the image of the feminine, autonomous middle-class European household. Melman embeds her argument in plural Orientalism. Today, the situation has turned around so dramatically that no one doubts which view of the Oriental woman prevails today: that of the independent Oriental woman or that of the repressed one. Social and historical interpretations are not immune from control via the dynamics of power, and the nineteenth-century women in Melman’s book used their depictions of the Other to comment indirectly on the image and status of women in Britain, Western Europe, and the United States. Muslim women also used such strategies to promote change.

Two Turkish sisters spent six years in Europe in the early part of the twentieth century. One of these sisters, Zeynep Hanoum, corresponded with a British friend, Grace Ellison. A collection of the letters she wrote to Ellison between 1906 and 1912 (Ellison 1913) provides a fascinating early critique of Western feminist theory, offering a unique example of the interplay of “Eastern” and “Western” images. Hanoum’s letters make critical comments on education, the political situation in turn-of-the-century Turkey, the idea of progress, and the condition of women both in Turkey and in Europe. Hanoum’s stay in Europe prompted reflections about her life and life in the countries she visited. Her main concern was the condition of women, specifically freedom of women, a notion that underwent a tremendous transformation during her stay in Europe and her exchanges with Grace Ellison, a leading feminist of the time.

In her introduction to the collection, Ellison writes,

I too, own my inability to come any nearer a solution of this problem (women’s suffering in Turkey). I, who through the veil have studied the aimless, unhealthy existence of these pampered women, am nevertheless convinced that the civilization of Western Europe for Turkish women is a case of exchanging the frying-pan for the fire. . . .

Be warned by us, you Turkish women I said to them, painting the consequences of our freedom in its blackest colors, and do not pull up your anchor till you can safely steer your ship. My own countrymen have become too callous to the bitter struggles of women; civilization was never meant to be run on these lines, therefore hold fast to the protection of your harems till you can stand alone . . .

The time has not yet come for the Turkish woman to vindicate her right to freedom; it cannot come by mere change of law, and it is cruelty on the part of Europeans to encourage them to adopt Western habits which are part of a general system derived from a totally different process of evolution. (1913: xvi, xvii, xviii)

Europe, Hanoum’s dream, means freedom for her, and the first step in claiming this freedom is the symbolic removal of the veil. Gradually, however, her new life loses its glamour. Her letters chronicle a series of disappointments, specifically European failures to live up to the idea of progress and to improve the condition of women, which she sees as signs of the ignorance of Europeans. She is struck by the questions Europeans ask her: “In costume we are on a level with Paris, seeing we buy our clothes there; and as regards culture, we are perhaps more advanced than is the West . . . How little we are known by the European critics” (Ellison 1913: 39). Her bewilderment and anger are also apparent in her response to the question “How many wives has your father?” She responds, “As many as your husband, Madam” (49). She wishes that “nine out of every ten of the books written on Turkey could be burned! . . . What nonsense has been written about the women!” (49). She also finds European women lacking in grace and unwilling to take advantage of the unbounded opportunities they have. This observation leads her to reflect on the price that Turkish women pay if they adopt the Western model of “freedom” and “emancipation”: “No longer can they do what they feel for fear of compromising a ‘social position.’ Is not the gaiety of their lives worse than the monotony of ours? Often times they have to sacrifice a noble friendship to the higher demands of social exclusiveness. How strange and insincere it all seems to a Turkish woman” (118).

After her visit to the English Parliament, Hanoum writes, “But, my dear, why have you never told me that the Ladies’ Gallery is a harem? A harem with its latticed windows! The harem of the Government! No wonder the women cried through the windows of that harem that they wanted to be free. . . . How inconsistent are you English! You send your women out unprotected all over the world, and here in the workshop where your laws are made, you cover them with a symbol of protection” (Ellison 1913: 194).

She reflects further on the Ladies’ Club: “The silence of the room was restful, there was an atmosphere of peace, but it is not the peace which follows strife, it is the peace of apathy. Is this, then, what the Turkish women dream of becoming one day? Is this their idea of independence and liberty? . . . A club, as I said before, is after all, another kind of harem” (Ellison 1913: 186–88). And when she is about to leave Europe after six years, she makes clear her disappointment and skepticism. Zeynep Hanoum caught on to the key problem of “modernization.” What does the West have to offer? What should be the compromise between European and Turkish ways? What are the consequences of making a compromise? She asks, “Do you remember with what delight I came to France, the country of Liberté, Egalité, and Fraternité? But now I have seen those three magic words in practice, and the whole course of my ideas has changed! . . . How dangerous it is to urge those Orientals forward, only to reduce them in a few years to the same state of stupidity as the poor degenerate peoples of the West” (Ellison 1913: 237–39).

A well-honed comparative consciousness leads one to question basic assumptions and opens a world of discovery. Hanoum recognized Western women’s apparent freedom, a trap of heavy burdens, and after weighing individualism against solidarity, she expressed her preference for the latter. She painted herself into the picture, observing the way in which she was treated as a “living spectacle” (Ellison 1913: 50), and faulted herself for sometimes making judgments too quickly. She also found similarities: “The Englishmen remind me of the Turks. They have the same grave demeanor, the same appearance of indifference to our sex, the same look of stubborn determination, and like the Turk, every Englishman is a Sultan in his own house” (288). At the same time she saw Europeans as shallow, impolite, and most unforgivably, inhospitable. She described France, where she stayed the longest (in Paris), as an “exaggerated democracy” and wrote that French cemeteries reminded her of home. Her letters remind us how people define themselves through interaction with each other; their encounters with others set the stage for reflexive comparison, often changing their perspectives as the context changes with the specifics of history. Such encounters lead not to general conclusions but to new questions and new analyses, which may not be new at all, except to one’s self, prompting an exercise in self-discipline.

A FINAL NOTE: THE CLASH OF IGNORANCE

If one thinks of truth as a strict correspondence between representation and the real world, one must take Orientalisms and Occidentalisms with a grain of salt. If one is interested in the observer’s view of the relationship between two entities, one learns that no truth exists outside of history. Specific writings produce their own discourses for truth making. The examples I present here are part of the human archive of memories that have much to do with what is happening in the world today and what may happen tomorrow. Listening to contemporary news reports on Iraq, for example, makes one recall Said’s observation that in any other situation, such reporting would openly be called racist. Cross-cultural dialogue should aim not to determine the accuracy of individual assessments but to make sense of the conditions in the East and West that influence these impressions and determine their impact, whether it be imperialism, political and cultural colonialism, religious fervor, or in Iraq, the American/British invasion and occupation of 2003.

Any interaction between different groups of people has a power dimension that plays out in overlapping and interconnected histories. Unfortunately, area studies have severed regions from one another in the scholarly mind, so they are almost never studied in relation to one another. This narrow, geographic focus perpetuates dichotomies and stereotypes and fosters radical separation and opposition. Similarly, the terms third world and fourth world imply a global order, a neat division of the world into clear and simple zones, each with a fixed place in a hierarchy. Yet cultures and societies are not abstract, oppositional, static, and sealed units that function in isolation, or fit along an evolutionary spectrum from the barbaric to the civilized. No first world exists independently from the third world; a third world exists in every first world and vice versa. In addition, all countries are developing.

Commentaries on the West provide a critique, sometimes startling, that could enlighten us about other human possibilities and help avoid what Edward Said called “the clash of ignorance” in a 2001 article. After all, the contemporary human condition is the result of thousands of years of cumulative encounters. Europeans borrowed the jacket and trousers from the Mongols! A system of side-by-side representations seems to me more productive of dialogue about war and peace, or about state and stateless terrorism, or about women’s conditions than do detached, objective analyses or the European system of Orientalism described so passionately by Edward Said.
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