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A Few Words and a Glimpse

of Edward W. Said

Edward W. Said was a Palestinian, an Arab who grew up in the Arab World
and was educated at the best schools and universities in the United States. He
studied English Literature in college and wrote his phD thesis on Joseph Conrad.
Edward’s teaching career began in 1963 at Columbia University where he
taught generations of students from many countries of the world. When he
died in 2003 his title was University Professor, the highest professorial rank
bequeathed at Columbia University.

Edward also achieved prominence as an intellectual and was a very
distinguished literary critic and musician who authored several books on varying
subjects, from literature, to criticism, to philosophy, to politics and music. He
wrote on all these subjects and also authored “Out of Place” -a memoir
describing the world of his childhood. In it he recalls how his intellectual
curiosity was awakened by one of his teachers at Mount Hermon, the boarding
school he attended in the US.

“During the first weeks Baldwin assigned us an essay topic on a
very unpromising sort: “On Lighting a Match”. I dutifully went to
the library and proceeded through encyclopedias, histories of industry,

‘* Digitized by Birzeit University Library
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chemical manuals in search of what matches were; I then more or
less system-ethically summarized and transcribed what I found and
rather proud of what I compiled, turned it in.”

Edward then tells us how Baldwin asked him to come see him at his office,
complimented Edward on his research and then asked:

“But is that the most interesting way to examine what happens when
someone lights a match? What if he’s trying to set fire to a forest or
light a candle in a cave or, metaphorically, illuminate the obscurity
of a mystery like gravity, the way Newton did? “For literally the first
time in my life a subject was opened up for me by a teacher in a way
that I immediately and excitedly responded to. What had previously
been repressed and stifled in academic study — repressed in order
that thorough and correct answers be given to satisfy a standardized
syllabus and a routinized exam designed essentially to show off powers
of retention, not critical or imaginative faculties — was awakened,
and the complicated process of intellectual discovery (and self-
discovery) has never stopped since. :

As a teacher Edward spent his life challenging and provoking his student and
readers to awaken in them “critical and imaginative faculties” and to instill in
them “the complicated process of intellectual discovery (and self- discovery)™.
He wanted them to find their intellectual territory the way he did. I recall
receiving a call of condolence from one of his former student presented Edward
with a very difficult subject for his PhD thesis, and Edward was delighted with
this complex topic especially since Edward himself liked to tackle difficult
and complicated subjects and expected the same from his students. However,
the student had a lot of difficulty cracking the topic and the more research he
did the more opaque the topic appeared. The student despaired and resolved to
change topics. He went to see Edward and explained his difficulties; Edward
immediately proceeded to ask questions regarding the topic. After an hour of
discussion the topic began to appear translucent to the student. The discussion
with Edward opened up a new world for thought and he subsequently completed
a very good thesis.

Edward also challenged himself in the same way in his scholarship and writing.
His most famous work “Orientalism” revolutionized several disciplines because
it opened up numerous intellectual territories and led to. the establishment of
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colonial and post celonial studies as a discipline. “Humanism and Democratic
Criticism” the last book he finished before he passed away, was published
posthumously in 2004. This book sums up all of Edward W. Said’s
groundbreaking ideas and shows him as the humanist that he was.

The critical and imaginative faculties and the process of discovery were applied
by Edward most creatively in his political writing. Edward’s political
involvement and writing was mainly on the Palestinian struggle. As an Arab
American of Palestinian origin, he articulated to the western world and linked
the question of Palestine to other struggles of the oppressed and colonized
people: “People fighting for a decent life, fighting to be respected in other
words fighting for their basic entitlements”.

Since Edward’s education was entirely Western in ideology, he had to reeducate
himself. The challenge that came from his reeducation led him to many radical
writers and thinkers whose works he used to interpret the Palestinian struggle.
A sample of writers he read included Franz Fanon who witnessed the Algerian
war of independence and wrote the “Wretched of the Earth”, Aime Cesaire,
whose writing Edward quoted extensively- “no race has a monopoly on beauty,
on intelligence, on strength™ and “there is room for all of us at the rendezvous
of history” C.L.R. James, the well known Caribbean writer who wrote the
“Black Jacobins”, an account of Toussaint L. 'Overture and the Haitian war of
liberation, Amilcar Cabral the intellectual and revolutionary; Walter Rodney,
who wrote about under development in Africa; Howard Zinn, the prominent
American historian who wrote on American history from the perspective of *
those who suffered from domestic slavery, imperial conquest, and terrible class
inequality; Martin Bernal, who wrote “Black Athena’, and others such as W.E.
Dubois, Noam Chomsky, and Ranajeet Guha.

He had many radical friends: the late Eqbal Ahmad, and Ibrahim Abu Lug
as well as Noam Chomsky and many others whom he interacted with
discussed his political views on Palestine and other anti-colonial

In the 1970 and 1980 he was close to the PLO leadership and
asset to them, but he disagreed with the Oslo Accords and s
had nothing to do with the Palestinian Authority.
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and others. He compared South Africa under apartheid to the Occupied
Territories at the inaugural lecture given last year at the “Sir Joseph Hotung
Research Program in law, Human Rights and Peace Building in the Middle
Fast” here at SOAS:

" 1'd like to mention the antithesis between bitter present antagonism
and future reconciliation. Antagonism is the structure that today binds
Palestinian and Israelis, in the land and in the diaspora. Neither
people has been blessed with a Mandela, nor even a de Klerk. We are
very far from Truth and Reconciliation commission. The number of
visionaries who have articulated thoughts that go beyond a wretched
impoverished opposition is tiny, if they exist at all, Yes, there have
been Israelis and Palestinians who have tried together to work against
injustice and intolerance, but they are a minority - a beleaguered,
outnumbered minority with very limited influence now.”

Edward believed our only hope lies with interaction he and his friends Daniel
Barenboim the famous conductor established in 1999 the West Eastern Divan,
amusic workshop of western music for talented musicians from the Arab World
and Israel. The project involves musical introduction, orchestral performing
and intellectual discussions,

As Edward said about this project :

“In our work and planning and discussions our main principle is

that separation between peoples is not a solution for any of the

problems that divide peoples. And certainly ignorance of the other
provides no help whatever. Cooperation and coexistence of the kind
that music lived as we have lived, performed, shared and loved it
together, might be. I, for one am full of optimism despite the darkening
sky and the seemingly hopeless situation for the time being M'
encloses us all.” We are striving this project alive.

Edward the teacher, scholar and intellectual believed that cr
is healthy and his legacy is (o keep his mind alive is to

In the documentary, “Edward W, Said The Last
the interview with a discussion of the situation in
new complexities and difficulties in the conflict,
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uselessness of suicide bombing which he believed is directly rooted in the
Israeli occupation’s repressive practices, practices that are escalating daily. He
discusses the role of the intellectual, as well as music, the history of partition
and how it created more problems than it solved and on finding an end to
conflicts-like the one in Lebanon-in which nothing is resolved. He also discusses
the fundamental irreconcilable present impasse of the Palestinian/Israeli peace
process which is all about land (taken land, lost land, land salamied to pieces
etc.) Edward concludes that the only way to solve the Palestinian/Israeli conflict
is by creating equality; by allowing all citizens regardless of ethnicity or religion
to live with equal rights and privileges on the same land. Edward originally
discussed and wrote about the one state solution in 1980 in his book the “The
Question of Palestine”. In order to establish such a state, Edward points out,
that both people have to admit the existence of the other. “Existence” is to be
based on quality and citizenship rather than on nations, blood, languages,
divisiveness etc. The interviewer in the film points out that all this sounds
Utopian, and Edward’s answer is “look at the alternative”.

Edward is still leading us to a new intellectual territory. He is urging us to
think creatively and in new ways about resolving the Palestine/Israel problem.
He continues to remind us that we must take intellectual risks because the
chance of success is greater than one suspects. Edward and Daniel Barenboim
have already taken such a risk, a first step in this direction by starting the
music education project, Together they began the process of interaction. Edward
is calling upon us-his former students, readers and listeners, to continue in this
direction: and we must.

Edward the teacher, scholar and intellectual believed that criticism and dissent
are healthy. I leave you with this hope: To keep his mind alive is to keep
Edward alive.
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Eulogy for
Edward Said

W. J. T. Mitchell*

I do not know how to begin speaking of Edward Said. Should one begin with a tribute
to his massive learning, his global influence as an intellectual? Should we start from
his complex identity and origins as a Palestinian whose life was a continual set of
displacements? From his political commitments as a tireless proponent of Palestinian
emancipation and self-determination? From his magnificent cultural work as a writer
and artist, both a musician and a musicologist, both a critic and analyst of writing and
a stylish, path-breaking writer in his own right? From his profound reflections on the
fundamental philosophical principles of a new utopian humanism that could envision
and acknowledge the universality of the human form and the absolute value of human
life in friend and enemy alike? Should we start from his personality as a charismatic
public figure, or his character as a delightful private person—charming, witty, volatile,
urbane, sophisticated, passionate, and wickedly humorous?

(Critical Inquiry adgs yal Adiaill Alaall o (i) $61S0d Anal> A (yall Fa)lg A pulowsl Sl X
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As 1 prepared for this occasion, I wished not to have to begin anywhere with this
statement. I wished for it to have already begun, as Foucault once said, so that I could
have slipped into the room quietly, unobtrusively, listening in and joining a
conversation already in progressa conversation that I know has taken place in this
place many times already, during Edward’s many visits to Birzeit University, and
equally important, during his absences. But in asking me to provide the keynote address
for this memorial symposium, you have laid on me the burden of something like a
beginning, a turn in the conversation. that might take our common relationship to
Edward Said in a new direction. This burden which is also an incredible honor that I
do not deserve(is too heavy for me. What can I, an outsider, neither a Palestinian nor
a speaker of Arabic, an academic intellectual from the United States, say to this
gathering? How can I begin to speak of Edward Said?

I hope you will forgive me, then, if I begin with the personal, and say something
about my Jong friendship with Edward, words that I wrote on the very day of his
death, in September 2003.

Any guise of critical neutrality or objectivity drops away when it comes to the death
(and life) of Edward Said. Edward was a profound influence on Critical Inquiry, the
scholarly journal I have edited for the last 25 years, a freqilent contributor, and a
crucial member of our advisory board. He was one of the greatest scholar-critics of
his generation, opening up entire new fields of thought and research for thousands of
people in and out of the academic world. But he was also my dear, cherished friend
for twenty-two years, and was to me both an inimitable exemplar of the highest calling
of the intellectual life, and something like a teasing, needling older brother smarter,
better looking, better dressed, more sophisticated, always out ahead somewhere on
horizons that for me were just coming into view. He opened innumerable doors and
windows for me, and seemed to regard me as something of a reclamation project a
rude American westerner badly in need of guidance and re-education, especially in
matters of clothing. Our usual ritual upon meeting after some time apart was for him
to look me up and down and pass withering judgments on the condition of my shoes,
and to berate my obstinate reluctance to engage a proper tailor.

I have no idea how many hours we spent talking on the phone or face to face over
meals during the last twenty years. Since our first meeting at the 1981 Critical Inquiry
conference on The Politics of Interpretation, (where he delivered his memorable paper
on Opponents, Audiences, Constituencies, and Community), our conversation was
rarely interrupted for more than a month or two. We shared secrets and passions,
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surprises and standing jokes, gossip and grievances, and marathon tennis matches on
Columbia University's clay courts. We argued constantly over literary theory, new
critical movements, postmodernism, deconstruction, politics, editorial decisions, and
questions of taste. His characteristic strategy was to reduce me to silence, and then to
turn the debate around and express some doubt about what he had been arguing, and
to urge me to put up a better fight, like a boxer carrying his opponent for an extra
round or two. This was, I feel, part of his larger critical strategy of cutting against the
grain, questioning received ideas (including his own), and treating the critical
encounter, not as a matter of system or position, but of dialogic transformation. We
shared a love for William Blake, and especially for certain of his Proverbs of Hell:
Opposition is True Friendship; Without Contraries is No Progression.

Others can write with greater authority on Said’s intellectual achievements as a scholar
of music, literature, and the arts, and as a spokesman for the Palestinians. No one, I
think, can quite grasp the totality of his ambitions his voracious reading in history
and politics, in the literatures of Europe, the Americas, and the Middle East. For me,
the characteristic gesture of both his cultural and political writing (which, despite his
claim to lead two lives, always seemed to me all of a piece), was the turn from the
straight, predictable path, the reversal of field, the interrupted itinerary. So that, having
by many accounts founded the entire field of what is called (postcolonial studies, he
immediately set about to critique it, to question its emergent complacencies and
received ideas. His role as spokesman for Palestine involved similar turns and
complexities. He often said that he wanted to help bring a Palestinian state into
existence so that then he could play his proper role as critic, and attack it. His most
profound reflection on the Palestinian people is, in my view, After the Last Sky, a
book-length essay written in collaboration with the great Swiss photographer, Jean
Mohr. This book took a double risk, engaging with a visual art form (a medium that
Said often confessed put him into a panic), and with the interior, private lives
oppressed people whose lives are and were in many ways quite alien to_
cosmopolitan and rather aristocratic life that Edward enjoyed. The result ¢
many-layered reflection on images of the Palestinians, the stereoty

suffered for half a century. But much more impo
Palestinians, a critical reflection on their political mi
Above all, it is a confession of Said’s own amb
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nothing like that of a (spokesman in the usual sense i.e., a mouthpiece for power.
Edward was a spokesman in the way the Jewish prophets spoke for and to Israel: a
chiding, challenging voice, sometimes in the wilderness, sometimes in the opera house
or symphony hall, sometimes at the movies or in the preface to a book of poems or a
graphic documentary, and sometimes in the academic lecture theater, always speaking
the unwelcome truth to power.

For me, the voice of these public occasions was inseparable from the avuncular, teasing
figure so often found at the head of the dinner table of Rashid Khalidi, the eminent
Palestinian historian, and a long time friend and colleague at the University of Chicago.
There the banter with friends and relatives black and white, Jew and Arab, Irish and
English and Indian-over Mona Khalidi's cooking, made instantaneous transitions from
the personal to the political, the academic to the public sphere. His voice on the
telephone, no matter how racked with illness in the last couple of years, could, without
a hitch, transform itself into the voice heard so often on PBS or BBC an eloquent,
insistent intelligence grounded in depths of learning and feeling, and leavened by a
wicked sense of humor and passionate indignation. Walking and talking with Edward
were one and the same thing: a headlong, breathless, long-legged conversation,
heedless of curbs, interrupted without warning by full stops. I would suddenly find
myself walking alone, turning back toward his look of astonishment, or grabbed by
the arm and pulled up short: But, dear boy, you cannot be serious! Or No! Really!?
Just as I always suspected! Neither the low places of academic politics, nor the high
places of global strategizing, were spared the lash of his wit and the exercise of his
intelligence. No ally, no matter how close, was above criticism; no opponent exempt
from the verbal cruelty of which he was a master.

Said was, it should be remembered, a polemicist, a literary warrior in the tradition of
Jonathan Swift. His wicked humor and teasing in private life became unbridled satire
on the public page. He was often angry at Critical Inquiry (and at me) for publishing
articles that were critical of him, and he once denounced a hapless opponent in our
Critical Response section as a fictitious person, a fraudulent assemblage of ideological
cliches. He was an angry young man, an angry middle-aged man, and he was learning
how to play the brilliant curmudgeon, endlessly chastising his would-be followers
and younger colleagues for being slaves of fashion, and for writing bmawus,jmm
ridden prose. And of course he inspired anger, hatred, resentment, envy in
was constantly being accused of lacking balance in his political writings,
condemn Palestinian terrorism as frequently and vehemently as he
state terrorism(as if any polemicist worthy of the name has ever

ersity Library
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balance, as if there were some moral calculus that requires every condemnation of
the violence of the strong to be balanced by an equal-time condemnation of the
resistance of the weak.

Edward’s public appearances were plagued by death threats that he dismissed (along
with his cancer) as an annoying distraction, and (even worse), by questioners who
wanted to lure him into anti-semitic comments, or to characterize his criticisms of
Israel as expressions of anti-Semitism. (This canard has now been institutionalized
by a nation-wide campaign to hurl accusations of racism at intellectuals who question
Israeli policies in any way: in this sense, we have all become Edward Said’s). Edward
never wavered in his resistance to the seductions of hate speech and hateful thinking
in public or private. In his conversation one could sense the presence of numerous
Jewish interlocutors, of the intimate connectness of Palestinian and Jewish cultures
and histories, of the feeling for peoples linked by a common tragic destiny, as if the
Palestinians could be thought of as the Jews of the Jews. Although he did not speak
Hebrew, he liked to quote the Palestinian poet, Mahmoud Darwish, who talks of
making love in the Hebrew language he had learned as a child.

We spent a week together in the West Bank and Israel in the fall of 1998 on the
occasion of a remarkable international conference at Birzeit University. The
conference, Landscape Perspectives on Palestine, was the most profoundly affecting
academic gathering I have ever attended. (The proceedings were later published as
The Landscape of Palestine: Equivocal Poetry, by Birzeit University Publications,
1999). With participants from every corner of the globe, every discipline of the
humanities and social sciences, mixing Israeli and Palestinian intellectuals, it now
seems like a distant, utopian moment of hope for peace in the middle east. A new
generation seemed poised to take over from the old warriors, Arafat and Sharon,
ready to move into a time (which now seems unimaginable) of reconciliation:
mutual discovery. Edward, the late Ibrahim Abu-Lughod, and 1 traveled by c:
relative ease from Ramallah to Jerusalem to Jaffa, visiting childhood pla
for (disappeared Palestinian villages and neighborhoods, getting |
Jewish section of Jerusalem, and swimming in the Mediterran
powerful swimmer, quickly left us behind in the shallows and
sea until his head was just a dot, appearing and di rin
swum out too far for us to follow now. But the
continues and will continue in the criticism, the pol
of human thought to come.
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We are still left, of course, with the question I started with: how to begin a new
the unfinished work that Edward left us with, how to begin without his
imaginative leadership.

Fortunately, Edward is still with us to provide some guidance, in the form of his

writings, which we now can understand even more fully as his answer to death. His

brilliant early book, Beginnings meditates exactly on our problem today, by addressing

all the fundamental questions. What is a beginning? How does one make a fresh start,

anew beginning, in the act of writing or speaking, much less in the historical time of
political decisions and movements? What does it mean to begin again, in the midst of
ruins, disappointments, and disasters? How do we begin a new phase, now that

Edward’s life has ended? What exactly was it that he began, and how do we renew his

beginnings, his many inventions, experiments, and intellectual innovations, without
simply repeating his statements in an empty ritual that he would have found thoroughly

boring? How do we begin to pick up the pieces of all the lost causes, utopian dreams,

and unshakeable commitments to truth and justice that he represented? As Edward
put it in Beginnings: one rarely searches for beginnings unless the present matters a
great deal. (42) And the present moment, which is marked both by the mourning for
Edward’s death, and for what is perhaps the darkest, most desperate moment in the
long history of the oppression of the Palestinian people, unquestionably matters a
great deal. Itis critical in the deep and multi-valent sense that Edward gave this word.
That is, it is a moment of crisis, of apparent defeat and hopelessness, and a moment
of critical decisions and choices that have to be made in a situation where choice
itself, in the form of decision-making, sorting out alternatives, have seemed caught
up in a labyrinth of dead-ends and equally repugnant alternatives: Arafat or Sharon,
Hamas or the Palestinian Authority, U.S. imperialism or Al Qaeda, the Axis of Good
or the Axis of Evil. All the clear, manichean choices are false options. This problem
is exacerbated by the fact that all the middle ways, the compromises, and (third ways
that offer themselves seem to lead only into endless equivocations, deferrals, and
postponements (road maps that lead nowhere, peace processes that justify military
occupation, temporary ghetto walls that (like temporary settlements) become facts
on the ground that acquire a natural necessity and permanence. The mask of these
(third ways, the figures of (negotiation and (honest brokerage has now been dropped
as U.S. foreign policy becomes an extension of Ariel Sharons. What Said’s beginnings
call for is not this kind of third way, but a fourth way, beyond good and evil as reified
slogans, beyond the fatalistic continuation of oppression and occupation, genocidal
and suicidal terrorism, with their endless cycles of violence, endless repetmons of
self-justifying origin myths.
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Said, you will recall, opens Beginnings with a distinction between origins and
beginnings. Origins are the sacred myths of divine creation; beginnings are the secular
narratives of human activity, of conscious decisions, choices, and intentions. Edward
was deeply suspicious of sacred origin myths, especially the sort that single out a
chosen people who are given a divine right of conquest, settlement, and colonization.
His implicit contrast with the chosen people would be a choosing people, a people
constituted by free self-determination, not by divine fiat or fate. In practice, of course,
he recognized that this contrast is far from simple, especially when it encounters its
obvious application in the relations between Palestinians and Israelis.' For the
Palestinians are also, to their sorrow, a chosen people, selected out by the forces of a
long history of imperialism and racism to be the scapegoats for European anti-semitism,
the chosen victims of the victims of the Holocaust. The Israelis, on the other hand, are
achoosing people, continually congratulating themselves on being the only functioning
democracy in the Middle East. They are also a choosing people in the sense that they
possess the political, economic, and military power to impose their will on other people.
To be capable of choice presumes that one has some freedom of action; the slave
cannot simply choose freedom, as Hegel reminds us, but must struggle for it. No one
else can emancipate the bondsman; he must risk his life for his freedom. This means
that there must be a moment(in fact, perhaps a long moment, an entire epoch(before
one can be a choosing people in the sense of total freedom and self-determination.
This is the epoch of beginnings, of acts of intention, expression, and imagination that
fall short of completion, that are necessarily provisional and tactical, no matter how
clear their relation o a strategic promised end, the promised land of emancipation.

How do we inhabit that epoch, which is located somewhere between the status of the
fatefully chosen people and the choosing people? Edward’s answer was crystal clear,
at least for himself. He inhabited this epoch as a writer, an artist and artisan of language,
a creator of phrases and sentences that resonate beyond the stilling of his living voice:
(speaking truth to power in a (contrapuntal criticism that echoes the (tragic symphor

of Palestinian-Jewish relations; that never relinquishes the (lost cause o
solidarity triumphing over the politics of racial identity, of apartheid and terror.

T am helped greatly here by Akeel Bilgrami’s
beginning origin contrast. Critical Inquiry Wint
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way of going on, a point of departure for new beginnings that we have scarcely
begun to imagine. Where are those beginnings to be found? If he were here to speak
to us, I am sure he would say that they are right here, right now, in this place of
learning and speaking and writing. Birzeit University had its beginnings not so long
ago, and it is also the site today of new beginnings that you students and faculty
must engage in, as the intellectual vanguard of Palestinian emancipation an
emancipation not just from Israeli occupation, but from the pathologies that come
with subjugation and occupation. The long epoch of beginning is the time, as Edward
showed us, of writing. That means it is also a time of reading, of research and study,
of the preservation of archives, the writing of histories and the critical revision of
false and mythic histories. It is the time not only of polemical writing, the war of
words against the Israeli occupation, but of self-critical writing, a writing that refuses
to settle for easy formulas, easy binary oppositions between us and them, good and
evil, but aims high, beyond the manichean formulas, beyond the false compromises,
to a fourth way, a democracy to come.

One of Edward’s last writings was a book on Sigmund Freud, the great Jewish inventor
of psychoanalysis. It focused especially on Freud’s treatment of the (non-European
figures in Western culture, and even more narrowly on the figure of Moses in Freud’s
Moses and Monotheism. Said emphasizes Freud’s heretical claim that Moses, the
founder of Judaism, was himself an Arab, an Egyptian. What does this mean for us
today? Some lessons are obvious: that even the most deep and durable ethnic or
personal identity contains a radical originally break or flaw that must not be repressed,
but must be acknowledged if the pathology of occupier and occupied is to be overcome;
that a certain solidarity around origin myths of diaspora and return underlies the vast
gulf between Jewish and Palestinian experiences of the world; that this solidarity
might provide a foundation for beginning to imagine a bi-national state in which
Israel and Palestine are parts, rather than antagonists of each other’s history and
underlying reality. (I'm quoting from the concluding sentences of Freud and the Non-
European). There is also the more sobering thought that in a certain sense, Edward
Said played the role of the Palestinian Moses, not in the guise of a political leader, but
as a spiritual, prophetic guide whose great gift to us was the imagining of beginnings,
and liberation from the obsession with origins. Like Moses himself, like Martin Luther
King, the great Moses figure of African-American emancipation in my own country,
he did not live to see the promised land. But he did point out the way, and left it to us
to find ways of continuing that journey, beginning right now.




VA

b 4

Edward Said and
“Culture and Imperialism”

When Edward Said wrote Culture and Imperialism in the 1980s he was already world-
famous as a literary scholar, as a defender of the Palestinian cause, and as a critic of
Western intellectuals who had betrayed the very values that they claimed to champion.
Culture and Imperialism is not, perhaps, his most original book - it can hardly compete
with his monumental study of Orientalism in that respect - but it is, I believe, his
most representative political and intellectual testament or statement of faith. It is
(like so much of his writing) a sprawling, untidy treatise, full of learning and
scholarship and a passion for justice. It is a book that, to quote a definition of the
humanistic intellectual by the Yugoslav scholar Darko Suvin, ‘interprets the past and
the on-going flow of cultural production as articulations of a beauty that keeps alive
the necessity of justice’.

Buomiall aSLeall- @ik Aasl 8 S yadllg S5l ¥l Sl E

‘% Digitized by Birzeit University Library




2 pigitized b

Echweard Said.. The NMan, The Thinker

Edward Said was a critic of the West, but he was formed by the meeting of East and
West, thanks to his childhood in Jerusalem, Cairo and Lebanon and his adulthood in
the United States. At the end of Culture and Imperialism he reflected on the then
recent deaths of a number of thinkers who had deeply influenced him. They included
some of the leading post-war French intellectuals and theorists - Jean-Paul Sartre,
Roland Barthes, and Michel Foucault - together with the British left-wing critic
Raymond Williams, the Caribbean historian and essayist C. L. R. James, and, above
all, the great theorist of decolonization Frantz Fanon, who had died of leukaemia in
1961 at the age of thirty-six. All these men were, Said wrote, ‘figures of learning and
authority, whose general scope over many fields gave them more than professional
competence, that is, a critical and intellectual style’ (Culture and Imperialism, p-
398). Edward Said was their most important successor and, now that he is no longer
with us, we must wait for new thinkers to emerge who can be called his successors
because they, too, embody a ‘critical and intellectual style’. What lessons, we may
ask, might this new generation draw from his book Culture and Imperialism?

Edward Said, it goes without saying, was an anti-imperialist in politics, but Culture
and Imperialism is not simply an anti-imperialist diatribe. How could it be such a
diatribe when Said recognized that the 19"- and 20"-century European empires had
produced the three great art-forms which, of all others, seem to have interested him
most: the modern novel, grand opera, and modernist poetry? In general, it was the
advocates of European imperialism and not its domestic opponents who believed that
imperialism was the destiny of the West and the key to its political and cultural power.
Western anti-imperialists tended to argue that imperialism was almost an accidental
factor in the strategy of the Western nations, that it was a mistaken political choice
that could be abandoned without greatly damaging their nations’ prosperity or their
standing as major world powers. It was for this reason that, for most of the 20 century,
the United States was able to deny that it was an imperialist power. But, for Edward
Said, imperialism is present in every aspect of the culture of the imperialist nations,
and not merely in their military postures or foreign policies. But this presence has
rarely, if ever, been acknowledged - even by the literary and cultural critics with
whom Said himself felt the most sympathy.

So the aim of Culture and Imperialism, as Said says in his chapter on Verdi’s opera
Aida, is to ‘put before the reader material that paradoxically cannot be overlooked
but systematically has been’ (Culture and Imperialism, p. 138). In the first half of his
book Said offers what he calls ‘contrapuntal readings’ of novels by Jane Austen,
Rudyard Kipling, Joseph Conrad and Albert Camus, and of the ‘consolidated vision®
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of imperialist culture that they reflect. Why has the significance of Western imperialism
in a novelist like Jane Austen - supposedly the great observer of the English bourgeois
tea-table - or like Albert Camus - supposedly the great analyst of the existential
predicament of the modern ‘outsider’- been passed over by almost all their readers
and critics? In fact, Jane Austen’s earliest readers could easily see that the young
Jadies and gentlemen in her novel Mansfield Park were living off the proceeds of a
slave plantation in the West Indies - it was her later readers who had chosen to ignore
this. Literary criticism and scholarship during the period of 20th-century decolonization
was happier not to remember these aspects of the texts with which it was dealing.

Despite the widespread resistance movements throughout the British, French, Dutch,
Portuguese and other empires in the early 20" century, these empires had seemed
almost invincible until the Second World War. After the war they collapsed very
suddenly. Decolonization began with the independence of India in 1947 and the
withdrawal from Palestine in 1948. After that, the Western powers lost colonial wars
in Indo-China, Suez, Algeria, Cyprus, and Vietnam, and the dismantling of the old
empires was virtually complete. The problems of the colonial legacy in South Africa,
Central and East Africa, Kashmir, Indonesia, and the Middle East were then left either
to the newly independent states themselves, or to the interventions of the United
Nations. the World Bank, and (above all) the United States. There was a huge migration
of peoples from the former colonial countries to the imperial centres, a migration of
which Edward Said’s own move from Jerusalem and Cairo to New York formed a
part. But only very slowly did the West come to admit that imperialism had not gone
away. The recent rise of postcolonial criticism and theory has coincided with a much
less welcome development, the rise of new right-wing justifications of Western
imperialism and, in particular, of America’s proclaimed historical mission of leading
the world. Published in 1993, Culture and Imperialism belongs between the period of
the first Gulf war and the quagmire of the American occupation of Iraq.

But why does Said claim for the novel and for literary narrative such a central
the cultural history of Western imperialism? Political imperialism, as Said re
is fundamentally concerned with control over territory and the rights to!
of land: and although these issues depend on brute force th
‘reflected, contested, and even for a time decided in n
Imperialism, p. xiii). You remember how in Shakespeare
captain, a member of Fortinbras’ army, says that we go to gai
that hath in it no profit but the name (Act 4, scene 4), and
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is one example of the connection between imperialism and narrative. Remember also
how Hamlet has been to university in Germany and how Laertes wants to continue his
life in Paris, how Claudius is forced to let the Norwegian army march over his territory,
and how after Hamlet’s death Fortinbras arrives to take over the Danish crown and
add it to his list of conquests - and we see that ‘Something is rotten in the state of
Denmark’, not just because of the king’s murder, but also because Shakespeare’s
Denmark is a small country and a near-colonial state at the mercy of powerful and
imperialistic neighbours. And this is an example of the kind of contrapuntal reading
that we might learn from Said, applied to drama and not to the novel.

The difference between the novel and drama is that the storyteller moves with his or

her characters, so that the narrator can follow wherever the fictional characters decide

to go. This is why the course of a novel is so often likened to a journey, or in Stendhal’s

words ‘a mirror on a highway’. And, as the realist tradition of the novel developed in

the 19" century, novelists became increasingly concerned with describing the spaces

in which their characters live. The novel’s fascination with space and territory is

what gives to the imperialist journey-novels that Said discusses, Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness and Kipling’s Kim, their compelling power. Conrad portrays the interior
of the ship and the sinister layout of the Company’s colonial trading posts, as well as
the journey up the river into the heart of tropical Africa. Kipling evokes the roads

and railways of India, as well as the cities like Lahore and Simla divided into ‘native
quarters’ and European cantonments between which Kim can pass at will. Kipling’s
representation of India as a great territory across which his characters are free to g0
back and forth is like the British military survey of India which preceded it, or so
Said suggests. It is a reflection of imperial mastery and control, but at the same time
- in its intentness of observation and description - a reflection of the imperial rulers’

underlying anxiety. For we know that the territory, in the end, is much bigger and
more various than the novel can suggest, yet the author’s achievement in mapping it,
describing it, and telling a story about it seems to bring it under control and to make
it comprehensible for the imagination. But there is always something omitted,
something - represented in Heart of Darkness by the haunting words ‘The horror!
The horror!” - that the author tells us cannot be controlled. It is as if the novel’s
controlling narrative represents the idea of imperial power, but the novelist must
also remind us just how far that power is an illusion or confidence trick, a kind of
temporary overlordship masquerading as a permanent order of nature. Even Kipling,
the great novelist of British imperialism, cannot help reminding us of this - though
whether he meant to do so or not is another matter.
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And Kipling the imperial novelist is also one of the founders of the modern
Indian novel in English - a novel which can still attempt to unite its vast, disparate
and independent nation as Kipling tried to unite British India. Not only does
Kipling’s novel go beyond its author’s ideological intentions, but it exists, in
some degree, on both sides of the East-West divide that Kipling himself said was
impassable. In the same way, Edward Said felt that he was living ‘on both sides’
of the division between the imperialists and the imperialized (Culture and
Imperialism, p. xxvi). And this in turn reflects the ambiguity and unpredictability
of modern fictional narrative, that invention of the imperialist West which has so
often been turned against the West. So D. H. Lawrence said ‘Never trust the
teller, trust the tale’, and told tales in which certain colonized peoples such as the
Native Americans take power again over their white conquerors. Edward Said
speaks of the novel’s ‘formal inclusiveness, historical honesty and prophetic
suggestiveness’ (Culture and Imperialism, p. 1 15). Most strikingly, Said focuses
on a particular formal device in the novel, which connects the narrowness of the
particular story it is telling to the largeness of the world outside and beyond it.
This is what he calls the ‘regrasping-of-life’ scene, found in George Eliot and
Henry James as well as in Kipling, where the protagonist’s perspective is suddenly
changed and he or she comes to understand the individual life as part of a much
Jarger whole. The novel then shows us not an isolated story but a world in which
we are all ‘mixed in with one another’ (Culture and Imperialism, p. 401).
Everything is connected to everything else.

In fact, I believe that this is the ultimate message of Culture and Imperialism, so that
Said’s work of criticism and scholarship itself tries to act on us like the novels he so
much admired. At the beginning and the end of Culture and Imperialism, Said stresses
the interdependency and interconnection of our lives in this world. This is a result of
modern imperialism, but it is also the very thing that imperialist ideologies of cultural,
racial and political superiority seek to deny. ‘Partly because of empire’, Said argues,
‘all cultures are involved in one another; none is single and pure, all are hybnd. :
heterogeneous, extraordinarily differentiated, and unmonolithic’ (Culture
Imperialism, p. xxix). Human liberation and resistance to imp ’
‘narratives of integration not separation’ (Culture and Imperialism,
narratives must be aimed against what he calls the ‘age of
phalanx of guardians (Khomeini, the Pope, Margaret Thatch '
have added, Bush and Sharon]) simplify and protect one o
primordial faith’ (Culture and Imperialism, p. 397). ;
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The second part of Culture and Imperialism consists of two long chapters, one on
‘Resistance and Opposition’ to imperialism, the other on ’Freedom from Domination
in the Future’. Perhaps disappointingly, Said names many of the leading postcolonial
novelists of our time - Naipaul, Ngugi wa Thiongo, Marquez, Rushdie, Tayeb Salih
and others - but he does not attempt to analyse their works in the way that he has done
for Austen, Conrad, Kipling and Camus: instead, he gives long accounts of recent
scholarship and theory, notably of Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth and C. L. R.
James’s The Black Jacobins. This is not (I think) because he detects a decline in the
cultural power of fiction since the fall of the British and French empires, but rather
because he wants his own book to embody the idea of a ‘regrasping of life’ and the
achievement of a more comprehensive vision that he finds in the greatest novels. He
comes nearest (o it, perhaps, in the lines from the Martiniquean poet Aime Cesaire,
that he quotes in the translation of C. L. R. James.

Cesaire was stressing the need to go beyond the idea of negritude - the idea, that is, of
a proud celebration of black racial identity: but the work of man is only just beginning...

And no race possesses the monopoly of beauty, of intelligence, of force, and there is
a place for all at the rendezvous of victory. (Culture and Imperialism, p. 339) Culture
and Imperialism is not a utopian text, since Said always imagines that intellectuals
will need to speak out in opposition to the power of the state. He looks forward to
"Freedom from Domination in the Future” without, I think, really envisaging a more
enlightened form of government in which truth and power could be on the same side.
So he draws attention to the existence of mass political opposition to imperialism on
the one hand, and to the noble ideals of intellectual freedom and humanist scholarship
on the other. If there is a ‘rendezvous of victory® for Said, it lies in the freedom of
thought provided by the university. We might wonder if the philosophy of liberalism
and humanism, of which Said is such a distinguished representative, can be finally
coherent and persuasive without a vision of enlightened government; and we may
also note that the free universities of the present and past have usually flourished
under the protection of oppressive empires, and that it is empires, even more than the
intellectual activity of universities, that have, as Said puts it, ‘made the world one’
(Culture and Imperialism, p. 4). If Edward Said were still with us today we could put
these doubts to him and look forward to a lively and passionate debate, carried on
with his magisterial breadth of knowledge, his unflagging mental energy, and his
marvellous eloquence, above all in his adopted language of English. As it is, we can
only recapture or regrasp these things by reading and rereading his books, and in
particular by reading Culture and [mperiali&m. :
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Secular Divination
Edward Said's Humanism

J. T. Mitchell

“Humanism . . . generates its own opposite.”

Edward Said, Beginnings (1975),'

Any continuation of the conversation with Edward Said would have to include the
question of humanism and its many discontents. Humanism for Said was always a
dialectical concept, generating oppositions it could neither absorb nor avoid. The
very word used to cause in him mixed feelings of reverence and revulsion, an
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admiration for the great monuments of civilization that constitute the archive of
humanism, and a disgust at the underside of suffering and oppression that, as Benjamin
insisted, make them monuments to barbarism as well. Said’s last book, Humanism
and Democratic Criticism is, among other things, his attempt to trace the evolution
of his own thinking from his training as an academic humanist in the philological
tradition of Auerbach and Spitzer, through the anti-humanist period of French theory
in the U.S. academy since the sixties, to the present moment of post-humanism, when
humanism looks to many like a dead issue, not even requiring or generating an
interesting opposition any more (unless the “post-human” is to be understood as a
dialectical moment of humanism, rather than some irrevocable cancellation of it)?.
Said is perhaps uniquely situated to trace this process because he, among all the
academic intellectuals of the sixties and seventies generation, seemed to simultaneously
absorb and resist the arrival of anti-humanism in the form of what is loosely called
“French theory.” Said’s engagement with Foucault in Beginnings and Orientalism
was persistent and deep, leading James Clifford to question whether it was possible
for Said to continue to profess allegiance to humanism, with its assumptions of
subjective agency and will, while embracing the anti-humanist tendencies of
structuralism and post-structuralism.

Said’s answer to Clifford is, quite simply, yes: “it is possible to be critical of humanism
in the name of humanism” and, perhaps even more emphatically, it is necessary to be
critical of humanism in order to be worthy of the name (HDC, p. 10). Humanism
shows a double face. It is, on the one hand, the capacious learning, the extended
intelligence (what Bourdieu, quoted by Said, calls the “collective intellectual”) that
provides the materials and archives for human self-knowledge, but on the other hand,
it can be a stuffy, sterile antiquarianism, a sentimental, hollow piety about the human,
a development that has in turn produced various shallow antihumanisms and
posthumanisms. Said wants to reclaim and revivify humanism for our time, to link
the work of academics with the precedent of Auerbach (on the side of learning) but
also with criticism and the precedent of Fanon and Trilling—the moment of choice,
decision, taking of sides, judgment. Without criticism, humanism remains a sterile
fever for the archive as a dynastic treasure and an end in itself. Without humanism,
criticism is nothing but empty quibbling and opinion.

So where does this leave the issue of democracy? This, I think, is precisely the
space, both real and utopian, in which humanism and criticism make their connection.

? See Said, Humanism and Democratic Criticism (New York, 2004)p. 10; hereafter abbrevi-
ated HDC. .
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Said knows very well that democracy is (like the niggling, fussy irrelevance of
criticism and the musty tomes of the humanists) a hollow term, too often used as a
cover for imperialist adventures (The U.S is, after all, currently trying to bring
democracy to Iraq by military force). The language of democracy, of equality, of
power-sharing, of justice, of secular self-governance, must not be co-opted by
ideologues who use it as a cover for imperialism, but must be re-claimed and re-
infused with practical meaning for human relationships. And a democracy is, if it s
anything, a place where power grows out of arguments, knowledge, language,
persuasion, and reason—in short, out of the resources made available by humanism
and criticism. “Democratic criticism,” then, means the right to dissent, and the
obligation to dissent, to break one’s silence and passivity, to “speak the truth to
power”” without fear of censorship or violence. Humanism is what gives the critic
something to say. Criticism is what gives the humanist a motive, occasion, and
obligation to say something. And democracy is the space in which knowledge and
judgment, learning and dissent, come together. It is the space that allows for this
convergence, whether in the sphere of politics and society, or in the smaller world
of academic discussion, right down to the democratic classroom. It is also the space
created by this convergence, the (relatively) non-coercive, or at least non-violent
realm of the free play of ideas and imagination which is never perfectly realized,
but always approached as the goal of discourse.

Said’s great enemies, then, are never merely political, but intellectual, cultural, and
academic. They are: the tendency to obfuscation and mystification, the cult of expertise,
whether in academic jargon or in the prattlings of the policy wonks; the counter-cult
of false “transparency” in the over-simplified sound-bites of the punditocracy, the
simplistic binarisms of the “clash of civilizations™ thesis, the “axis of evil,” and the
reductionism of mass media “information.” Complexity without mystification,
dialectics without the disabling equivocation of “ambivalence” or deconstructive
“undecidability” (HDC, p. 66), recognition of the baffling limits of human knowledge
without obscurantism or quietism; a recognition of the situatedness and contingency
of every utterance without a surrender to relativism and withouta sacrifice of abi
principles. Sooner pass a camel through the eye of the needle than
unbelievably demanding standards Said set for intellectual ex|
that the transcendent standard above all this is a term that (so
never invokes in this book, but that informs all his work, and t
agile, improvizational sense of balance, coupled with a dogged:
for the next moment of struggle.
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I do not know how this book will be remembered and compared with his other great
works. My favorites are still Beginnings, Orientalism, and After the Last Sky, his
marvelous collaboration with the Swiss photographer Jean Mohr in an effort to
“represent” the Palestinians to themselves and to the world. But this book strikes me
as a distillation of what Said called his “late style,” informal, freely ruminative,
personal, and tirelessly engaged with the modification of his thinking as it encountered
the new circumstances of the post 9/11 world. It is a performance of exactly the
convergence of the humanistic with the critical and the democratic that his title
promises. Critical of humanism and humanists, humane in the motivations of its
criticism, and relentlessly critical of the world’s most powerful democracy, its delusions
and its promises, this is a worthy testament, a kind of farewell letter to Edward’s
devoted, diverse, and always contentious following..

In Edward’s own spirit, then, I would like to raise a question that has always nagged
me throughout his work, and that is his division of the secular from the sacred. This is
an absolutely foundational distinction for Said, and in some versions of it I see a
problem that remains unresolved. Here is this formulation in Humanism and
Democratic Criticism:

“the core of humanism is the secular notion that the historical world is
made by men and women, and not by God, and that it can be understood
rationally according the principle formulated by Vico in New Science, that
we can really know only what we make or, to put it differently, we can know
things according to the way they were made. (HDC, p.11)”

Vico’s scientific humanism, as formulated by Said, contains the implicit suggestion
that we cannot know things which we have not made. This leads then to the notion
that religious knowledge, sacred knowledge is really a kind of ignorance, or at least
an unscientific and even inhuman form of knowledge. This would presumably be the
case whether religious knowledge expressed itself by a kind of confession of ignorance
and uncertainty, or conversely, by an assertion of dogma based in faith. Either way,
“sacred knowledge” is a kind of oxymoron, and has no claim to share in the progressive,
open, dialogical, and (ultimately) democratic ethos that Said associates with humanism.

There is also a further implication in Viconian humanism, and that is the question of
the scientific knowledge of nature. If the Viconian postulate is taken at face value,
human beings should not be able to have rational knowledge of nature, because they
did not create it. Only human nature, and specifically human history, are open to
rational understanding. :
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“The world of civil society has certainly been made by men, and... its
principles are therefore to be found within the modifications of our own
human mind. Whoever reflects on this cannot but marvel that the
philosophers should have bent all their energies to the study of the world
of nature, which, since God made it, He alone knows; and that they should
have neglected the study of the world of nations, or civil world, which,

since men had made it, men could come to know.’

The natural and supernatural realms are both closed to rational inquiry of the sort
distinctive to humanism. This seems like an obvious problem, especially on the side
of the natural sciences, which are generally taken to be accessible to rational, open,
empirical, and even democratically progressive forms of knowledge. Humanistic
knowledge is generally taken to be a poor relation of natural science when it comes to
precision and certainty. If anything, natural science is a kind of model for what secular
humanism might aspire to. Said admits as much when he praises Darwin’s “lifelong
attention to the earthworm revealed [in] its capacity for expressing nature’s variability
and design without necessarily seeing the whole of either one or the other,” and thus,
in Adam Phillips’s words (quoted by Said), “replacing ‘a creation myth with a secular
maintenance myth.””(HDC, pp. 140-41).

One can hear the resonance of Said’s distinction between “origin myths” and
“beginnings” echoing in this passage. Beginnings are provisional, historically situated
actions, decisions, and choices, not reified, timeless moments prior to human agency.
They do not have the absoluteness or certainty of creation ex nihilo, but are provisional
origins that could turn out to be dead ends, or the start of something big. Beginnings
are also connected immediately with acts of continuation (or of turning, swerving
aside), and not with some pre-destined fate or necessity. As such, they perfectly
negotiate the dilemma of agency versus external determination that James Clifford
criticized in Said’s Foucauldian work, where he seemed not to have worked out the
relation between his humanistic emphasis on freedom and agency, and Foucault’s
anti-humanistic determinism.* Is not a “secular maintenance myth,” epitomized by
the blind labors of the earthworm exactly a figure of the refusal to choose between

* Giambattista Vico, The New Science, in The Rise of Modern Mythology, 1680-1860
Feldman and Robert D. Richardson (Bloomington, Ind., 1972), p. 57.

4See James Clifford, “On Orientalism,” The Predi of Culture:

cellent preface to HDC, p Xii.
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these false alternatives, and is not Darwin himself implicitly a kind of earthworm in
his patient, tireless work, in which both the lowest and the highest forms of knowledge
must be combined?

[ am not primarily concerned here with pointing up the obvious problem in Vico’s
epistemology that this example illustrates. The notion that we can only have rational
knowledge of what we have made is clearly wrong, but the sphere of natural science
is not really the focus of Said’s insistence on the secular character of humanism.
(Also: to be precise about Vico: his view was that scientific knowledge actually is a
human creation, insofar as experimental research must imitate the processes of nature,
reproduce them under artificial conditions that make them accessible to knowledge:;
in that sense, natural science is a form of knowledge of human productions. What we
“know” in natural science is not nature in any direct sense, but a second nature
fabricated in the laboratory).

But it is the domain of religion, which Said so often characterizes in terms of fairly
reductive stereotypes: dogmatic, fanatical, irrational, intolerant, and obsessed with
mystery, obfuscation, and human helplessness in the presence of the inscrutable divine
(or demonic) design. “Religious enthusiasm is perhaps the most dangerous of threats
to the humanistic enterprise, since it is patently anti-secular and antidemocratic in
nature.”(HDC, p. 51) If natural science turns human beings into objects buffeted by
impersonal, non-human forces, religion does the same thing, only with the added
problem of mystery, irrationality, and dogma, accompanied by authoritarian institutions
and radically undemocratic, coercive practices. At least the forces of nature can be
understood and to some extent controlled by human agency; the divine, in Said’s
lexicon, seems to be exactly that sphere of the uncontrollable and inexplicable that, at
the same time, has an immense power over human thought and action. Religion for
Said is an expression of the alienated capacities of the human imagination, a system
of ideological deception and coercive authority.

L bring this up as an issue because it strikes me as a limitation in Said’s thinking that he
often transcended in practice, but (so far as I know) never at the level of theoretical
reflection. It leads me to the point where I think of Said’s work as intersecting most
directly with my own, and yet where I often felt the greatest distance between our
ways of thinking. This “point” is not really any single issue, but it does revolve around
questions of religion and mystery, on the one hand, and problems of mass culture,
media, and (for lack of a better word) “images,” “imagination,” and “the visual,” on
the other, as Edward’s self-confessed “blind spot,” the domain of visual art that so
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frequently left him baffled or panicky. Said’s aesthetic polestars were music and
literature, two great orders of art that to him were much more than mere cultural
ornaments or diversions, but exemplars of human possibility in its most ambitious
moments. Literature, of course, for Said included not only the usual suspects of fiction,
poetry, and dramatic writing, but the non-fiction prose, the “critical” writing, and the
philological learning that lay behind it. Philology for Said was the “love of words”
quite literally, a love that treated words, not as mere instruments for polemic or analysis,
but as living presences that animate discourse with passion, eloquence, and exactly
that form of self-knowledge and self-criticism that makes humanism worthy of its
name. He rejected the divisions between “writers” and “intellectuals” or “critics,” and
tried to fuse the vocations of all three—creativity, learning, and judgmentin the role of
that rarest of creatures in American culture, the “public intellectual.”

As for music, my sense is that this is where Said’s identity as a formalist, an aesthete,
and a high modernist intellectual is most firmly located. His role as a talented amateur
musician perfectly exemplified his refusal of specialization, on the one hand, while
his writing on music in the tradition of Adorno carried him well beyond any taint of
amateurism into the virtuosic company of the Barenboims and the Glenn Goulds.
Beyond this, music had for him a kind of analogical significance in his insistence on
translating the abstruse turnings of dialectical reasonings into a style of “contrapuntal”
critical writing, a prose that continually played .multiple counter-melodies against
the main line of his thought, qualifying, intersecting, correcting, and elaborating in
surprising new forms. Above all is his sense of what Wordsworth called “the still sad
music of humanity,” never more movingly expressed than in his sense of the final
unity of the two peoples most separated by savage violence in the contemporary
world, the Israelis and the Palestinians, whose intertwined, contrapuntal relationship
he compared to a “tragic symphony.” :

What, then, of the visual arts? I interviewed him on this subject for a special issue
Boundary 2 in 2001, and encountered a strange, unusual diffidence in Said’s approach :
to the subject. After noting his “highly developed vocabulary” for talkin “the
auditory and the verbal,” he confessed himself to be “tongue-tie ‘
arts: “just to think about the visual arts generally sends me into

l
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balance, talking with considerable eloquence about a range of visual art works from
masters of painting such as El Greco, Goya, and Picasso, to his childhood memories
of the wax museum of Egyptian history in Cairo and the anatomical representations
of human diseases in the Agriculture Museum of Giza. The consistent form this
eloguence took, however, was a registering of the “haunted” and “frightening”
character of the religious images, the “terrified fascination” that the medical images
produced, and (most centrally) the deformed bodies of EI Greco, Francis Bacon, and
Goya, with their lurid colors and scenes of monstrous disfiguration. Of all the artists
we discussed, Edward felt the most affinity for Goya whose combination of detached
irony, passionate involvement, and “a kind of gentleness amidst all the violence”
impressed him like no other painter. ¢

I would like to suggest a link, however speculative and impressionistic, between Said’s
“panic” with images and visual representations, with what Lacan (whom I am pretty
sure Edward mainly disliked) would have called “the Imaginary,” and with one of the
most characteristic gestures of Said’s writing: that is the moment of “bafflement” or
mystification, of coming to the limits of his thought and recognizing that encounter in
his own discourse. This is of course a familiar rhetorical trope (perhaps a form of
occupation, the saying of what cannot or will not be said) but it is also a deeply ethical
gesture, a kind of deferral of authority, a public confession of uncertainty.

I want to see this as Said’s gesture toward the limits of his thought and link them to his
deep involvement with similar issues in Vico. For Vico, the image, the imaginary
(whether visual or verbal, picture or metaphor) is the expressive mode of primitive
man immersed in the realm of fantasy, idols, animism, personification, and vivid poetic
figures. It is the language of religion and myth-not, however, the language of revealed
religion (“the Hebrew religion was founded by the true God on the prohibition of
divination on which all the gentile nations arose”).” Judaism, like other religions of the
book, is grounded on a prohibition of idols, images, and divination. Vico is talking
about pagan religions of icons, fetishes, not the religions of the book. The interesting
twist here is that Vico’s concept of the secular rests on, and grows out of, the mythologies
of the gentiles, not out of revealed religion. More precisely, the history of civil society,

¢ Said “The Panic of the Visual: Aconversation with Edward Said” interview with Mitchell, in
Edward Said and the Work of the Critic: Speakmg Truth to Power, ed. Paul Bove (Durham, N.C.,
2000), 31-34-33

7 Vico, The New Science, p. 56
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of the “gentiles” and nations, is the subject of Vico’s “new science,” while its
epistemological foundations lie outside that subject, in the unquestioned (and tactfully
unexamined) dogmas of “true”) i.e. revealed) religion. Vico's notion of a secular history
is framed inside a providential, yet tragic cycle: men begin as bestial savages, develop
gods out of their projected fantasies based in fear of nature, and grow toward gradual
refinement, to civilization, and finally, to decadence produced by skepticism. The clearest
expression of this is when Vico says that revealed religion of the Jews was grounded on
“the prohibition of divination,” which is fundamentally the second commandment, the
prohibition on graven images.” But this means that the distinction between the sacred
and secular is not quite so clean as it might seem: it is actually more like the difference
between direct access to the divine word, and divination of sacred images. But this
requires a modification in Vico’s sense of where human knowledge can attain most
clarity. For the sacred images that are created by men, the idols that mystify them, are
precisely what eludes their understanding. “Divination” of idols or other symbols is,
from the point of view of revealed religion, nothing but magical, superstitious ritual,
the false attribution of intentions and desires to inanimate objects and images. Insofar
as secular knowledge is to be distinguished from revealed religion, then, it is much less
certain about its claims, necessarily provisional and hypothetical. Itis, in fact, grounded
in divination rather than revelation, and the genealogy of the secular goes deeper than
the Enlightenment, reaching back into pagan origins. Divination might be seen,
paradoxically, as a distinctly secular hermeneutics, in contrast to the sacred hermeneutic
tradition grounded in the Bible. Divination is associated with the interpretation of human
and natural objects—auguries based in the material body and its states, prophecies
based in the formal alignments of stars or the behavior of animals, or diagnoses based
in the analysis of dreams, and (most notably) in graven images and works of art.

The strange lineage of the sacred/secular distinction in Vico, then, is 1 think one
explanation for Said’s frequent recourse to the language of uncertainty, paradox,
irresolution, and what he calls “bafflement” in his writings. Bafflement is associated
with unresolved contradictions, mysterious, labyrinthine forms, the “magic” of words,
the encounter with what Leo Spitzer called “the inward life center” of the work of art.
And of course there i Said’s almost structural distaste for religion and myth, as opposed
to his secular or “rational civil theology,” the phrase that Vico uses to describe his

5 For the link between the prohibition on divination and the second com
Halbertal and Avishai Margalit, Idolatry (Cambridge, Mass., 1992), pp.

% Vico summarizes his own humanism with this phrase. See Burton
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own position. Like Vico, Said wants to see all these myths and images as human
productions, therefore accessible to rational understanding, because man-made in the
first place. But to inhabit a regime of these images is precisely to be beset by the
irrational, by the mysterious forces of the alienated productions of the human
imagination-the “tyrannical feedback system” that Said found diagnosed and (he hoped)
resisted in the work of Foucault."’. Suppose Vico’s deeper lesson was that human
beings finally cannot sustain a knowledge/power relation to their own creations, but
find themselves caught up as victims in the terrible systems (social, economic, and
political) that they have wrought. This is the strange, melancholy lesson of the Scienza
Nuova. Vico’s tragic narrative tells us that man only emerges briefly (during the age of
man) from the age of gods and heroes before sinking back into savagery with the rise
of skepticism and the resurgence of superstition. This narrative helps to clarify why
Said was so antagonistic to deconstruction, post-humanism, and anti-foundationalism,
why refined, technical academic discourse was so grating on his ears. It was part of his
resistance to decadence and decline, his insistence on the intellectual’s responsibility
to lost causes and unfashionable ideas (humanism, criticism) and his wariness about
hollow ideals (democracy) used in the service of domination.

Vico’s “rational civil theology” is the best name for Edward Said’s religion of reading
and writing, humanism and democratic criticism. It is, however, a rationality that
collides routinely with the irrational products of the human imagination, the cultural,
social, and political creations that should be intelligible because they are human
creations, but which continually elude that understanding, whether they are the heroic
products of artistic volition, or alienated structures such as the unconscious,
colonialism, or capital. Early on in his career, Edward rejected the “uncanny” criticism
of Hillis Miller and the Yale school because he thought it gave in too easily and
revelled in the irrational, indecidable character of arts and letters. But it is clear that
his own brand of canny, secular criticism is devised precisely as a form of resistance
to an uncanny element in the objects of study-the productions of the human mind.
Part of his canniness was to recognize itself as a kind of interpretive “lost cause”
which would continually founder on the object of its study. Let us call it by the name
of “secular divination,” an oxymoron that Vico and Said would have understood.
Like all the other lost causes that Said pursued, this one gave his writing that bracing
sense of clarity, resolute determination, and tragic pathos that was the distinctive
feature of his style, both early and late.

' Said, Beginnings, p. 288
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Occidentalism After
Edward Said

Edward Said changed my life as he did the lives of many students and academics. I
met Said only twice in my life: once in Beirut when he kindly took time out of his
heavy schedule to discuss an article I had written - my first to be subsequently
published. The second time was here. But I read every word that he wrote, at least
that I could get my hands on. Thanks to the internet, his articles that appeared far and
wide became accessible, be they on art or literature, on American politics or Middle
Eastern affairs. He became the voice that taught me how to think and argue, the one
that taught me a new language. I am honored to be here to pay tribute to a man whose
integrity and intellectual daring set a model that we all are invoked to emulate.

I will speak about Said and his influence on English and European literary studies
first, because this is where his influence was first felt. In this respect, it may well be
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very difficult for many to imagine or remember the time in literary studies and criticism
before Said - specifically before 1978 when Orientalism transformed the world of
academy, if not indeed, traumatized it. Before Orientalism and the introduction of
postcolonial theory, literature, English specifically, had been studied through a variety
of methodologies. I remember the excitement of applying formalism or structuralism,
Marxism and psychoanalysis to sonnets and novels - at a time in the American
University of Beirut when there were students from all over the world, Arab and
European, American and Asian. We studied prosody and allegory, meter and rhythm,
somehow leaving our native identities behind to enter the rarefied world of John
Donne or John Milton. Still, much as we were all absorbed by what we read, I
remember being halted when I came across critics and historians with Asian or Arabic-
sounding names. In those days, it was most rare to find scholars who were not Anglo-
Saxon: perhaps, an occasional French or German names, but none from the rest of the
world, the Third or Developing World. Upon therefore coming across such Arabic-
sounding names, I was bluntly reminded of who I was. I remember two in particular,
one who is now dead and the other in his eighties in Canada: Itrat Hussein and B.
Rajan. How come, we wondered, people with such names were writing on 17" century
English poetry? How could they intrude into the sacrosanct world of the English
literary patrimony? Could there be a place for others after them?

Enter Edward Said and the methodology propounded in Orientalism. First, Said
showed that the area of literary studies need not only focus on the magisterial authors
- the great dead white men. Said, of course, had the greatest intellectual and emotional
admiration for their genius - and he studied them carefully and insightfully. But he
felt that there was other material written by either the socially disenfranchised or
material that falls outside the literary canon that also deserved to be studied. Literature,
as Marxist critics such as George Lucas, Raymond Williams, Christopher Hill and
others had shown, could be inclusive of material that did not fit the age-old paradigms
- and this material deserved its place in the history of literary and intellectual evolution.
And so Said invited us to turn to other texts, ranging from theology to travel literature,
from documentary history to pamphlets, and examine the material with the same
attentiveness and deliberation as a poem by E Dickinson. Said broadened the scope
of the definition and application of literature.

In so doing, he provided us with a method - postcolonialism. The “new” literature
was not only to be studied through the traditional templates - but through the lens of
the colonial history in the Middle East and the rest of the world. After all, colonialism
had influenced every part of the globe, particularly the colonialism of Britain and
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France, the two countries whose armies and officials ruled from al-Muheet ila al-
Khaleej. Said’s method made possible the engagement of peoples from the Third
World who still suffered the legacy of colonialism and were, paradoxically, a product
of it. And so it became possible for an African American as for a Palestinian, for an
Indian as a Pakistani, to approach the widened scope of literature and to identify
issues and themes that pertained to their cultural identities. Edward Said provided a
new lens with which to look at both traditional texts as also the “new” material.

The result was a new literary corpus of criticism that brought texts from different
parts of the world and different centuries with students and scholars from very possible
university and newspaper and publishing house. There is nothing more striking than
the present involvement of so many nationalities and ethnicities in literary and cultural
studies: and while the economics of academe still dictate a white majority, the presence
of the minorities has been growing and growing.

No man did more for bringing people and ideas together, for making possible trans-
national, trans-racial, and trans-religious dialogue that Edward Said. And in no other
place did he make this more possible than in that volatile world of the academy. Said
changed the face of the academy both in the United States and in the rest of the world.
Although his role as a defender of the Palestinians has been recognized for its heroism,
courage, and perspicacity, his first and decisive appearance came through his academic
work. Indeed, with the publication of Beginnings that won him the Lionel Trilling
Award, Edward Said explored the construction of discourse that pointed him in the
direction of his magnum opus, Orientalism (1978). In Orientalism, which last year,
reappeared in its 25" year, Said appealed to Michel Foucault’s theories that examined
the relationship between the power of modern government institutions and the
subsequent control of subjects. Said appropriated that polarization and applied it to
the Western representation of Arabs and Muslims in post-1798 literature,
historiography and colonial politics: the West, he showed, constructed an image of
the Orient by means of its intellectual and administrative power to legitimize
colonization and domination. The constructs of debasement and alterization e
used in the nineteenth century, he showed, were alarmingly still in use at
the twentieth century. Although the book was focused on the Arab-|
Said’s theory articulated a postcolonial paradigm which other
race,Black studies, and social psychology, among many, also

Although much ink has been spilt defending or attacking the
there can be no escaping the fact that the study of
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disciplines has changed and no longer can comprehensively be approached without a
discussion of Said’s “discourse of power” and its implications. Since the appearance
of the book, and the raging debates it generated, course titles have changed at
universities, large and small, and new concepts and methodologies have entered the
undergraduate and graduate curricula. Said’s single book may not have been the only
force that brought about the change in the Academy, but it certainly was one of the
most resonant, polemical and influential books of the last quarter of the twentieth
century. Numerous critics rose to engage or challenge Said, proposing nuanced or
different models to what Orientalism had offered, but they could not but admit that
they were working within the field which Said had first ploughed. See for instance
David Cannadine’s recent Ornamentalism (Oxford 2001), which disagrees with Said,
but cannot but echo him. It was one of the last books that Said reviewed, and,
deservedly, tore to pieces.

Equally important is Said’s Herculean attempt to bring the question of Palestine into
the academic discourse. In his Reith Lectures of 1993, Said identified the role of the
intellectual academic as the fiercely independent upholder of a moral vision, while
engaging members of the national and world community. It was such a role that he
assumed toward the Academy. For, with an Academy in the United States and to a
lesser extent in Western Europe, that is dominated by Zionist-leaning academics,
Zionist-fearing academics, or simply uninformed and perhaps uninterested academics,
Said forced these academics to assume their responsibilities as intellectuals, and to
address the moral question of the dispossession and ravaging of the Palestinian people,
and the blithe support for Israeli propaganda and aggression. Although he was involved
in political action, and took part in the PNA, and yes, did throw a stone in the South
Lebanon air, perhaps his most valuable and lasting contribution in the Academy was
to have pushed the political, ethical, and human rights “question™ that Palestine
represents into the university course schedules, and to have situated the “question” in
the context of cultural representation, colonization and racism (Orientalism), theology
(The Question of Palestine, 1980), and imperialism (Culture and Imperialism, 1994).
It is because of his impassioned political advocacy, and not because of his theoretical
formulations, as the South African/British scholar, Kenneth Parker, bluntly stated in
a conference held at Cambridge in 2001 to examine “Orientalism,” that hordes of
scholars and critics have opposed him. It was because of his persistent advocacy of
the Palestinian cause that he was accused of historical inaccuracy, bigotry, terrorism,
and anti-semitism - by men and women, often ill-informed, but more often themselves
driven by racism, bigotry, and ideological bias.
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The death of Edward Said has coincided with an ideologically determined effort to
undermine his contribution. The academy, under numerous pressures, has now begun
to move back to formalism. Jobs are no longer emphasizing the breadth of cultural
studies, but the narrowness of poetic form and structure. And while such an emphasis
is necessary perhaps to bring us back to the happy median, the pressure is much more
sinister than that. For the pressure is governmental and has tried to project the
humanism of Said as anti-patriotic. Indeed, ES, the man whose intellectual goal was
to shatter barriers and move beyond narrowness and provinciality, is now attacked by
the forces of neoconservatism, masquerading under slogans of the need to go “beyond
ES”, or that “postcolonialism is finished”. While re-evaluations and re-examinations
of Said’s arguments should always be welcomed - differences and divergences as
well - the mantra that postcolonialism is now dead or dated or intellectually and
politically exhausted can only show the cruel indifference of academics eagerly
jumping on the funding bandwagon of policy. To say that poscolonialism is now
passé is to ignore the brutal colonialism that is every day on the television screen - the
longest occupation that straddles the 20" and 21* centuries, the ongoing conquest and
domination of resource-rich lands, and the longest apartheid wall since the Berlin
Wall. Colonialism is alive and well, which is why Said’s legacy continues to be seen
as a threat, and is under attack.

Such an affront has actually turned into an assault. At American universities, the area
study programs and the study of the world have been largely dependent on federal
funds via legislation, but, from the beginning of the twentieth century, when such
programs were initiated, the government rarely intruded into the nature and design of
these programs. It recognized the need to keep scholarship non-partisan and open to
the freedom that makes for innovation and originality. But lately, a hearing was held
in the House of Representatives on “International Programs in Higher Education and
Questions about Bias.” In the hearing, Said was attacked for his “post-colonial” theory:
and for having condemned as immoral any scholar who “put his knowledge of foreign

ideas, it is proposing uniformity and usefulness.

This assault on Said has recently materialized in the fo
called Occidentalism by Ian Buruma and Avishai
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disciplines. Suddenly, Occidentalism is also appearing as a Penguin classic, although
it has not been tried by the same fires of debates and disagreement. And to prepare for
it, and make it sound plausible and convincing, two articles appeared in the NYRB to
publicize and implicitly praise it. Furthermore, numerous blurbs were solicited all of
which praised its “pioneering” and “groundbreaking” work, while others bluntly saw
it as the final nail in the argument of Orientalism. It was however quite indicative that
as amazon.com advertised the book, it mentioned that those who bought this book,
had also turned to buy Samuel Huntington’s nefarious Clash of Civilizations. Clearly,
Occidentalism was not a work of intellectual perspicacity but of polemical vituperation.

Occidentalism cannot compare with the density of Orientalism, neither intellectually
nor even physically, despite what all the blurbs say. It is a much shorter book, maybe
one fifth the size of Orientalism, with a range of sources and themes by far more
limited than Said’s. Most disingenuously, its whole analysis is completely a
historicized. Its argument is simple: that in the same way there was a discourse of
West over East, in this case Euro-American West over Islamic East, so was there also
a discourse of the Orient, Japan in particular and 19" and 20" century Germany, over
the Euro-American West. The authors define that discourse as a hostility on the part
of the Orient toward “materialism, liberalism, capitalism, individualism, humanism,
rationalism, socialism, decadence and moral laxity.” If there is anything more generic
than such statements, I am at a loss. More specifically, they argue that Occidentalism
is a “stance” by which ani-Westerners attack the less-than-human-beings of the West.
And they attack the West because of the following four points: that the “West prefers
the sinful city to the virtuous countryside; the West destroys heroism and replaces it
by trading; the West thinks only of matter over spirit; and the West worships evil.”
They then proceed to show where they derived their thesis: from a 1937 Japanese
document and the writings of German National Socialists, chiefly Oswald Spengler.
They show how a number of Asian and European writers denounced racially and
ethnically different peoples among them.

And then, in a fantastic leap, the authors conclude that the “Occidentalism” which
they had identified in Japanese/Asian and European sources, “played such a large
part in the attacks of Sept 11 . . . a cluster of images and ideas of the West in the minds
of its haters.” How that leap could be made between the highly industrialized and
academically trained societies and the perpetrators of the New York horror is left
unexplained. For the authors rely on superficial analogies not empirical evidence, on
far-fetched parallels that are conveniently similar, but not on links, connections,
lineages, and inter-relationships. Although the Occidentalism of the Japanese and the




.
5‘* Digitized by Birzeit University Libral

Occidentalism After Edward Said

Germans was supported by massive national and infrastructural power, the reader is
asked to believe that the same Occidentalism has always prevailed in the world of
Middle Eastern Islam - that world that was colonized than itself a colonizer, and most
importantly, that had neither the social and political infrastructure to produce
institutionally and militarily supported discourse of alterization and bigotry. And
unfortunately, readers have fallen into the authors’ trap, willingly or unwillingly. Now
that Japan is a Western ally, and without an army, thus not a danger, and now that
Russia is financially bewildered, and now that Germany is the bulwark of the European
Union, a Western edifice, the only danger of Occidentalism which now the reader
fears is that of Islam. As one reader knowledgeably declared: Watching images from
the Middle East flash across the television screen, I have often been baffled and
amazed about the motivation of anti-Westerners. This book sheds important light on
their worldview, making their ideology accessible and understandable to the general
reader for the first time.” Unfortunately, there will be many a general reader who will
now understand, or indeed, misunderstand the motivation.

The authors see that the Islamic discourse is suffused with Occidentalism, which
they trace back to Persian Manicheanism. Such generalizations are uninformative
and reveal the complete unfamiliarity of the authors with the Arab-Islamic legacy.
Had they consulted even that most over-read of books, The Thousand and One Nights,
or even seen Hollywood rendering, they would have found such generalizations about
the Arab-Islamic legacy futile: the hero, after all, is the trader (unlike the Greek
Homeric and Roman model): the city is the center of human community and
fulfillment; and how only in the world of the ifreets is evil worshipped, but ultimately
destroyed. Such bland generalizations based on intellectually or culturally
representative ancient or early modern or modern sources is bewildering, especially
that the authors implicate Islam as a pillar of Occidentalism. In this respect,
really disturbing in the Occidentalism argument is the incongruous inclusion
rant of some unrepresentative, undereducated voices from the Islamic
a demonstration of a similar “Occidentalism” in the Arab-Islamic
“Occidentalism™ that the reader is asked to treat as structural,
unalterable. According to the duo, the anti-Western “bo
“radical Islam” is the “same one who has haunted the
revolutionary groups, going back to the early nineteenth ce
the formidable theoretical premises of the European revolu
from Marx or Hegel, to the reactive declarations
the Middle East demonstrates ideological
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had always rejected the inversion of his thesis, what he called occidentiosis. The
inclusion of the declamation of Middle Bast individuals in Occidentalism is not only
a misrepresentation but also a distortion: for declamation that is not formalized into
intellectual discourse, that is not even published, but is relayed in interviews and
conversations on television or in newspapers, is not like the discourse that was
supported by a highly industrialized society, such as Japan, which half a century later
took part in WWIL

What is further bewildering in their yoking of analogies is the authors™ complete
indifference to the most fundamental principle on which Said based his theory: that
the discourse of Orientalism prepared for colonialism: that discourse was not inert,
and academically neutral; it was a preparative for more colonialism. While the Japanese
discourse did result in imperial conquest of the neighboring parts of China and South
East Asia. it was not a colonialism of the “West” as it was in the case of the Western
colonists who dominated peoples oceans and continents away. Orientalism led to a
project in which colonialism triumphed - a colonialism that lasted for decades and in
the case of Algeria, centuries; a project that changed, or distorted, the face of the
colonized societies beyond measure. Orientalism was not a mere incoherent ranting
of self-absorbed and unrepresentative individuals, but the project, carried out by
Western institutions of government and higher learning, of commerce and industry,
that intended, and succeeded in, controlling, exploiting and completely appropriating
the world to the point where the sun could not set on the British Empire. Rhetorical
outbursts and insane and vicious Occidentalism are not the same as the armies of
Napoleon with their superior weaponry and advanced military technology, but with
their institutions of intellectual, cultural, and religious appropriation.

With these ongoing assaults, it is now incumbent upon us to assume the mantle of ES
and try not only to defend his methodology but also his vision. Few of us have the
intellectual breadth and encyclopedic mind that Said had - which is why we all have
to shoulder each other in this task. It is important to persevere because no other literary
critic was able to generate the kind of world appeal that Said did, and open up venues
for intellectual exchange and cooperation. Edward Said became the Bill Gates for
many students of early modern and modern studies: he produced and disseminated a
theory, like the Microsoft software, that was applicable and forward-looking from
Palestine to India to South Africa and South America. He broke out from the national
boundaries of scholarship and political allegiance, and led writers and thinkers to a
kind of “city” of scholars, an imagined community without boundaries, based on
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common methodology and common ideals. It is to his credit that many a conference
is held that would not have been possible without him; bringing together regions and
disciplines that historically had become as exclusionary as the nation-state. He
demolished borders so that the commonality that is at the foundation of all that is
human would bring about discussion, engagement and hope.

Few literary theoreticians have been as successful as he has in finding a reception not
only in the Western but the world academy, from Morocco to Palestine and Israel,
from India to Australia and China, and among Hindus, Jews, Christians, and Muslims.
Said developed the theoretical foundations of postcolonial studies, thereby opening
up an area of scholarly inquiry for researchers from both the countries that had endured,
and continue to endure, colonization, and those that had wielded it: he urged
cooperation in the re-examination of the brutal legacy of colonization, for only such
cooperation, in his view, could produce an understanding of the causes of ongoing
racial and political oppositions, and could produce a world of dignity for all humanity
— a humanity that has truly been diminished, and deeply saddened, by his loss.

HPE———
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