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INTRODUCTION:
CRITICISM AND EXILE

Written over a period of roughly thirty-five years, these essays constitute some
of the intellectual results of teaching and studying in one academic institution,
Columbia University in New York. I arrived there fresh from graduate school in
the fall of 1963 and, as of this writing, I am still there as a professor in the
Department of English and Comparative Literature. Aside from this abbreviated
testimonial to my deep satisfaction for such a long time in the place—the
American university generally being for its academic staff and many of its
students the last remaining utopia—it is the fact of New York that plays an
important role in the kind of criticism and interpretation which I have done, and
of which this book is a kind of record. Restless, turbulent, unceasingly various,
energetic, unsettling, resistant, and absorptive, New York today is what Paris
was a hundred years ago, the capital of our time. It may seem paradoxical and
even willful to add that the city’s centrality is due to its eccentricity and the
peculiar mix of its attributes, but I think that that is so. This is not always a
positive or comforting thing, and for a resident who is connected to neither the
corporate nor the real estate nor the media world, New York’s strange status as a
city unlike all others is often a troubling aspect of daily life, since marginality,
and the solitude of the outsider, can frequently overcome one’s sense of
habitually being in it.

For a good part of the twentieth century New York’s cultural life seemed to
take a number of fairly well recognized paths, most of them deriving from the
city’s geographical feature as the major American port of entry. Ellis Island, as
the immigrant location par excellence, processed the waves of mostly poor
arrivals into American society with New York as their first, if not always their
subsequent, place of residence: these were the Irish, Italian, East European
Jewish and non-Jewish, African, Caribbean, Middle and Far Eastern peoples.
From these immigrant communities came a great deal of the city’s identity as a
center of radical political and artistic life as embodied in the socialist and
anarchist movements, the Harlem renaissance (so well documented recently by
Ann Douglas in Terrible Honesty), and various pioneers and innovators in
painting, photography, music, drama, dance, and sculpture. That set of urban



expatriate narratives has over time acquired an almost canonical status, as have
the various museums, schools, universities, concert halls, opera houses, theaters,
galleries, and dance companies that have earned New York its considerable
status as a sort of permanent theatrical showplace—with, over time, less and less
real contact with its earlier immigrant roots. As a publishing center, for example,
New York is no longer the place where experimental presses and writers had
once ventured into new territory, and has instead become a prime location of
large-scale conglomerate and media empires. Moreover, Greenwich Village has
also passed away as America’s Bohemia, as have most of the little magazines
and the artistic communities that nourished them. What remains is an
immigrants’ and exiles’ city that exists in tension with the symbolic (and at times
actual) center of the world’s globalized late capitalist economy whose raw
power, projected economically, militarily, and politically everywhere,
demonstrates how America is the only superpower today.

When I arrived in New York there was still some vitality left in its most
celebrated group of intellectuals, those clustered around Partisan Review, City
College and Columbia University, where Lionel Trilling and F. W. Dupee were
good friends and solicitous senior colleagues of mine in the Columbia College
English Department (as it was then known to distinguish it from the more
professional Graduate English program). Very early on, however, I discovered
that the battles the New York intellectuals were still engaged in over Stalinism
and Soviet Communism simply did not have much interest for me or for most of
my generation, for whom the civil rights movement and the resistance against
the U.S. war in Vietham were much more important and formative. And even
though I shall always retain a great affection for Trilling as an older colleague
and friend, it was the altogether more radical and open spirit of Fred Dupee that
counted for me as I began to write and teach: his untimely death in 1979 was an
event of immense personal loss and regret, which I still feel to this day. Dupee
was principally an essayist (as was Trilling to a great degree), and in the
intellectual as well as political sense he was also a real subversive, a man of
incomparable charm whose amazing literary gifts were, I felt, much less caught
up than those of his colleagues in the Anglophilia so endemic to New York
intellectual style, among whose worst features were also a tiresome narcissism
and a fatal propensity to self-important, rightward-tending shifts. Fred was never
like that. It was he who encouraged my interest in the new styles of French
theorizing, in experimental fiction and poetry, and above all, in the art of the
essay as a way of exploring what was new and original in our time regardless of



professional hobbles. And it was Fred Dupee who after 1967, when the great
Arab debacle occurred, supported me in my lonely fight on behalf of the
Palestinian cause, just as he remained faithful to the radical, anti-authoritarian
politics of his early Trotskyist years. It is important to note parenthetically that
Dupee and his wife Andy were the only friends from my academic New York
life ever actually to pay me a visit in Beirut, at that time (fall 1972) the center of
revolutionary politics in the Middle East. I spent my first full year there (since
leaving as a student for the United States in 1951) on sabbatical, reacquainting
myself with the Arab-Islamic tradition through daily tutorials in Arabic
philology and literature.

The experience of 1967, the re-emergence of the Palestinian people as a
political force, and my own engagement with that movement was what New
York in a sense made it possible for me to live, despite the frequent death threats,
acts of vandalism, and abusive behavior directed at me and my family. In that
rather more agitated and urgent environment than the one fussed over tiresomely
by the New York intellectuals (discredited forever, I believe, by their shoddy
involvement in the cultural Cold War as managed by the CIA and so well
exposed by Frances Stonor Saunders in her book The CIA and the Cultural Cold
War), a wholly different set of concerns from those of the Partisan Review—for
whom I wrote one of the early essays in this book—gradually surfaced in my
work, coming to an explicit statement first in my book Beginnings: Intention and
Method, then in Orientalism, then still more insistently in my various writings on
Palestine. These concerns, I believe, were magnified and made clear by the other
New York, that of the diasporic communities from the Third World, expatriate
politics, and the cultural debates, the so-called canon wars, that were to dominate
academic life in the 1980s and after. In the elucidation of this other New York,
either unknown or despised by its Establishment counterpart, it was also Fred
Dupee who indirectly opened the way for me, not so much in what he said
specifically about it but rather in the attitude of interest and encouragement that,
as a deracinated, adventurous, and hospitable native-born American, he gave me,
an outsider and recent arrival.

The greatest single fact of the past three decades has been, I believe, the vast
human migration attendant upon war, colonialism and decolonization, economic
and political revolution, and such devastating occurrences as famine, ethnic
cleansing, and great power machinations. In a place like New York, but surely
also in other Western metropoles like London, Paris, Stockholm, and Berlin, all
these things are reflected immediately in the changes that transform



neighborhoods, professions, cultural production, and topography on an almost
hour-by-hour basis. Exiles, émigrés, refugees, and expatriates uprooted from
their lands must make do in new surroundings, and the creativity as well as the
sadness that can be seen in what they do is one of the experiences that has still to
find its chroniclers, even though a splendid cohort of writers that includes such
different figures as Salman Rushdie and V. S. Naipaul has already opened further
the door first tried by Conrad.

Nevertheless, and despite the all-pervading power and scope of these large
historical movements, there has been great resistance to them, whether in the
strident choruses of “let’s go back to the great books of OUR culture,” or in the
appalling racism that gives tiresome evidence of itself in attacks on non-
European cultures, traditions, and peoples as somehow unworthy of serious
attention or consideration. Despite all this, a great revision has taken place in
cultural discussion which in my own way I feel I have contributed to, namely,
the critique of Eurocentrism, which has enabled readers and critics to see the
relative poverty of identity politics, the silliness of affirming the “purity” of an
essential essence, and the utter falseness of ascribing to one tradition a kind of
priority, which in reality cannot be truthfully asserted, over all the others. In
short, it comes down to the realization that cultures are always made up of
mixed, heterogeneous, and even contradictory discourses, never more
themselves in a sense than when they are not just being themselves, in other
words not being in that state of unattractive and aggressive affirmativeness into
which they are twisted by authoritarian figures who, like so many pharisees or
mullahs, pretend to speak for the whole culture. In fact no such statement is
really possible, despite the many efforts and reams of paper expended fruitlessly
for that purpose.

To value literature at all is fundamentally to value it as the individual work of
an individual writer tangled up in circumstances taken for granted by everyone,
such things as residence, nationality, a familiar locale, language, friends, and so
on. The problem for the interpreter, therefore, is how to align these
circumstances with the work, how to separate as well as incorporate them, how
to read the work and its worldly situation. The novelty of our time, to which
New York gives special emphasis, is that so many individuals have experienced
the uprooting and dislocations that have made them expatriates and exiles. Out
of such travail there comes an urgency, not to say a precariousness of vision and
a tentativeness of statement, that renders the use of language something much
more interesting and provisional than it would otherwise be. This is not at all to



say, however, that only an exile can feel the pain of recollection as well as the
often desperate search for adequate (and usually unfamiliar) expression so
characteristic of a Conrad, but it is to say that Conrad, Nabokov, Joyce, Ishiguro
in their use of language provoke their readers into an awareness of how language
is about experience and not just about itself. For if you feel you cannot take for
granted the luxury of long residence, habitual environment, native idiom, and
you must somehow compensate for these things, what you write necessarily
bears a unique freight of anxiety, elaborateness, perhaps even overstatement—
exactly those things that a comfortably settled tradition of modern (and now
postmodern) reading and criticism has either scanted or avoided.

There is a moment in Samuel Butler’s The Way of All Flesh that has always had
for me the startling and completely pleasurable force of a benign epiphany,
despite the fact that the novel itself is as much an artifact of late Victorianism as
the characters and attitudes it mocks. Butler asks rhetorically about the appalling
life of a clergyman’s children: “How was it possible that a child only a little past
five years old, trained in such an atmosphere of prayers and hymns and sums and
happy Sunday evenings—to say nothing of daily repeated beatings over the said
prayers and hymns, etc., ...—how was it possible that a lad so trained should
grow up in any healthy or vigorous development?” As the plot goes on to show,
young Ernest Pontifex would have a dreadful time because of this strenuously
virtuous upbringing, but the problem goes back to the way Rev. Theobald,
Ernest’s father, was himself brought up to behave. “The clergyman,” Butler says,
“is expected to be a kind of human Sunday.”

This brilliant reversal, by which a person suddenly becomes a day, scarcely
needs the preachy explanation given a moment later by Butler. Priests, he goes
on, are supposed to live stricter lives than anyone else; as vicars their “vicarious
goodness” is meant to substitute for the goodness of others; the children of such
professionally righteous individuals end up as the ones most damaged by the
pretense. Yet for anyone who (perhaps more frequently in an earlier age) was
required to dress up, go to religious services, attend a solemn family dinner, and
otherwise face the rigors of a day from which many of the sins and pleasures of
life had been forcibly swept, to be a human Sunday is an immediately horrible
thing. And although the phrase “human Sunday” is compressed in the extreme, it
has the effect of releasing a whole storehouse of experiences refracted in as well
as pointed to directly by the two words.

Butler’s novel is not very much in fashion these days. He stands at the



threshold of modernism, but really belongs to an age in which questions of
religion, upbringing and family pressures still represented the important
questions, as they did for Newman, Arnold, and Dickens. Moreover, The Way of
All Flesh is hardly a novel at all but rather a semi-fictionalized autobiographical
account of Butler’s own unhappy youth, full of scarcely veiled attacks on his
own father, his own early religious inclinations, and the pre-Darwinian age in
which he grew up, when how to deal with faith, and not science or ideas, was the
preeminent concern. It would not, I think, be doing The Way of All Flesh an
injustice to say that it provides readers with principally a historical, rather than
an aesthetic, experience. Literary art, rhetoric, figurative language, and structure
are there to be looked for, to be occasionally encountered and admired, but only
minimally and momentarily, as a way of leading readers directly back to
particular experiences of life at a particular time and place. One neither could
nor would want to compare Butler with Henry James or Thomas Hardy, two of
his immediate contemporaries: they represent a far more complete encoding of
historical experience by aesthetic or literary form.

It would be more appropriate somehow to read The Way of All Flesh along
with Newman’s Apologia, Mill’s Autobiography, and even so eccentric and
rousing a work as Swift’s Tale of a Tub, than it would to compare Butler’s novel
with The Golden Bowl or The Ambassadors, works that have been far more
influential in setting the standard for interpretation and critical theory in our time
than the story of Ernest Pontifex. The point I am trying to make in all this,
however, is related to the recent trends in the criticism and study of literature that
have shied away from the unsettling contentiousness of experiences like this one,
or from exiled or silenced voices. Most of what has been exciting and
contentious about the vogue of formalist and deconstructive theory has been its
focus on purely linguistic and textual matters. A phrase like “the clergyman is
expected to be a kind of human Sunday” is too transparent on one level, too
inchoate in its recollection and summonings on another, for the theorists of
simile, metaphor, topology, or phallologocentrism.

Looking back from the present, one can discern a trend in much of the great
Western criticism of the early twentieth century that draws readers away from
experience and pushes them instead toward form and formalism. What seems
guarded against in this trend is immediacy, that untreated bolus of direct
experience, experience that can only be reflected whole or as replicable,
dogmatically insistent items called facts. “If those are the facts,” said Lukacs
contemptuously of immediate reality, “then so much the worse for the facts.”



This line is really the motto of History and Class Consciousness, which perhaps
more than any other early twentieth century work is the founding text of an
astonishing range of later criticism. Out of the great essay on reification and the
antinomies of bourgeois thought in that book there derived most of what is still
significant about the work of Adorno, Benjamin, Bloch, Horkheimer, and
Habermas, all of whom are paradoxically steeped in the experience of fascism in
Germany and yet who erected immense theoretical and formal bulwarks against
it in their writing. In France, Lukacs stimulated not only the brilliant discipleship
of Lucien Goldmann but also the relentless enmity of Louis Althusser, much of
whose work, I believe, can be read as a lifelong project to counteract and finally
defeat Lukacs and his Hegelian antecedents in the young, so-called humanistic
Karl Marx; Althusser does this not by bringing Lukacs back to immediacy but
by moving theory and theorists further away from immediacy. In the United
States the work of Fredric Jameson owes a huge debt to Lukacs, particularly in
Marxism and Form, the very influential The Prison House of Language, and The
Political Unconscious.

When we leave the realm of Marxist critical discourse and look at the
criticism fostered by some of the modernists, the wish to escape from experience
perceived as futile panorama is central. T. S. Eliot is unintelligible without this
emphasis on art opposed in some way to life, to the historical experience of the
middle class, and to the disorder and dislocation of urban existence. Eliot’s
extraordinary powers of codification and influence produced the almost too
familiar canon of critical practices and touchstones associated with the New
Criticism, along with its rejection of biography, history, and pathos in the form
of various fallacies. Northrop Frye’s giant system took the art of formal
combinations as far as anyone would (or could) have, as in his own way did
Kenneth Burke. By the time “theory” advanced intellectually into departments of
English, French, and German in the United States, the notion of “text” had been
transformed into something almost metaphysically isolated from experience. The
sway of semiology, deconstruction, and even the archaeological descriptions of
Foucault, as they have commonly been received, reduced and in many instances
eliminated the messier precincts of “life” and historical experience.

Perhaps the most convenient symbol of what I have in mind here is Hayden
White’s celebrated book Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-
Century Europe, published in 1973. The paradox of White’s book is, I think, that
it really is a remarkably brilliant and ingenious Foucauldian, and even in some
ways a Vichian, work and one from which I have derived a great deal of



instruction. I have no argument with White’s description of what he calls the
deep poetical structure of the historical consciousness of Marx, Michelet, and
Croce, nor even with the classifications of metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche,
and irony. Yet White treats the categories as somehow necessary and even
inevitable, arranged in a closed cyclical form rather like Frye’s. No attention is
paid to other alternatives, or to institutions, or to the constitutive role of power
which in Nietzsche and Marx (but also in the others) is crucial, but in White is
added retrospectively (very much like the early Foucault). These are difficulties
of a relatively minor kind, however. White is totally silent about the force, the
passion, the drive to write and invest texts with history and not the other way
around. Texts are, after all, physical things as well, not just the rarefied
emanation of a theory. The result in White’s work is that the lived experience,
and the geography or setting of that experience, is alchemically transmuted into
an unrecognizably slender form, and a totally European one at that.

Critical practice is far from a unified thing, of course, but one can read back
into a whole generation of critics and criticism something very much like a
Eurocentric consensus only because dramatic changes in that consensus did and
do occur. What is most impressive in the general consensus against historical
experience that I have been describing in the dominant style of twentieth-century
criticism that produced Frye, White, and Burke, and the readings of literature
they enabled, is first evident when we begin to look closely at the bristling and
pretty constant hostility to historical experience as found in work after work,
writer after writer. What had linked such unlikely allies as Lukacs and T. S. Eliot
was a refusal of the capitalist and middle-class order produced by the revolution
in capital itself. Lukacs’s “standpoint of the proletariat,” he was at great pains to
show, was manifestly not the actual empirical experience of grimy-faced
workers, any more than Eliot’s notion of literature was equivalent to the lives of
writers depicted so memorably in Gissing’s New Grub Street. Both Lukacs and
Eliot defined their efforts as establishing a distance between the creative powers
of mind functioning primarily through language and immediate history, the
former producing a new and daring structure, a “putative totality” Lukacs called
it, that would stand against the debilitations and darkness of the latter. Both men
were very close in rejecting the pain of experience in favor of poetry in Eliot’s
case, insurrectionary theory in Lukacs’s.

Yet to be able to see Lukacs and Eliot, or for that matter Cleanth Brooks and
Paul de Man, as belonging to roughly the same consensus there would have to
be, as I said earlier, a strikingly different approach emerging in the study of



literature. Signs of this are strongly evident, I believe, in the new voice of
feminist writers for whom the world of literature and literary criticism hitherto
constituted was premised on the absence, silence, and exclusion of women. One
senses the power of this new sensibility in the title of one of the most celebrated
of modern feminist works, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s The Madwoman in
the Attic. For all the complexity and richness of available literary discourse, their
book argues, there is a female presence banished to the attic, by an act of
deliberate, programmatic exclusion. Not to take note of that presence, or to take
note of it as Charlotte Bronté does in her novel only in passing and by resolutely
confining it far away, is to deny the validity of an experience fully entitled to
equal representation. And this sense of entitlement has the effect of breaking
open the formal constructions of literary genres, as the phrase “human Sunday”
is shattered by the experience of pressure and force it alludes to.

With such force in mind then, Joyce emerges as a far more threatening and
insurgent a figure than he has usually been taken to be. As a high modernist, he
appears to share traits with Eliot and Proust, for example, which everything he
actually said about himself and his work contradicts. It was, he said, “the reality
of experience” that as an Irish writer he wished to render, not its absence or
avoidance. Dubliners was to be the first chapter in “the spiritual liberation of my
people” and, as no one needs reminding, Stephen Dedalus sought to escape
church, family, and nation in order to create freedom and have experience. But
we owe this reading of Joyce to a new generation of Irish critics—Seamus
Deane, Emer Nolan, Declan Kiberd, David Lloyd, Tom Paulin, Luke Gibbons,
among others—for whom the direct, humiliating, impoverishing experience of
colonialism, not that of high modernism, was the one that counted. This
readjustment of perspective parallels the feminist one in which consensus and
centrality are directly and immediately challenged by experiences that may seem
peripheral but carry their own freight of urgency that can no longer be denied,
either because it isn’t male or because it isn’t European high art situated at
several removes from the perceived debasements of ordinary life.

In my own case I found myself drawn quite early on to writers like Conrad,
Merleau-Ponty, Cioran, and Vico who were verbal technicians of the highest
order and yet eccentric in that they stood apart from, and were untimely, anxious
witnesses to, the dominant currents of their own time. Except for Merleau-Ponty,
they were outsiders whose insights were achieved at great expense as they
struggled with the impingements of sometimes overwhelming and even
threatening circumstances which they could neither ignore nor elude. Nor could



they escape to some promontory outside the troubling element of what I call
worldliness. So it was Merleau-Ponty who struck me as best understanding the
predicament of a reality without absolutes, of language as a synthesis of
constantly experienced moments, and of mind as incarnated irremediably in
things where, despite all our efforts, “we never see our ideas or freedom face to
face.” Moreover, for me Vico’s greatness was not just his astonishing insights
into the relationship of reciprocity between a history made by human beings and
the knowledge they have of it because they made it, but his stubborn habit as a
philologist of forcing words back into the messy physical reality from which,
because of their human uses, words necessarily emanate. “Monuments of
unaging intellect” were for him misleading facades to be traced back into the
copulating bodies of heroic men and women.

Reading historiographers like Hayden White or the philosopher Richard
Rorty, one finds oneself remarking that only minds so untroubled by and free of
the immediate experience of the turbulence of war, ethnic cleansing, forced
migration, and unhappy dislocation can formulate such theories as theirs. No,
you want to say, what a language user registers is not just the pressure of other
language users or, as in Rorty’s particular case, the goal of having a conversation
with other philosophers in which the verification of a sentence is only another
sentence, but also the sometimes horrific pressures that render even the most
humdrum and ordinary of sentences both threatening and full of dislocating
force. Conrad’s writing, for instance, wears its author’s existential unsettlement
on its surface and in the conditions it always seems to describe: for example, in
the story “Amy Foster,” the notion of a “death illuminated by unresponsive
eyes.” Or in Adorno’s instance, the thesis that for the displaced person, “homes
are always provisional.”

Another breach in the formalist construct of language and literature has come
from ethnic and minority historical experience, which in work done by African-
American, Asian-American, and native American writers opens literature to the
claims of raw testimonials that cannot easily be dismissed as irrelevant. It is very
important to remember that before the claims of testimonial became the kind of
thing parodied and attacked by Robert Hughes as “the culture of complaint,” it
was and in many cases still is very far from being a laundry list of imprecations
attributed to “high” (that is, European) culture. Nor was it at bottom a
prescription for separatist enterprises like the Afrocentric dogmas criticized so
robustly by Hughes. When you look at the history recounted in Richard Slotkin’s
Regeneration Through Violence or at the line of writing that is carried from



Frederick Douglass to W. E. B. Du Bois and Zora Neale Hurston and then into
the critical work of Toni Morrison, Houston Baker, and Henry Louis Gates, you
see very persuasive and eloquent arguments made for including and
remembering, rather than for merely giving focus to or encoding crucial
historical experiences.

It would be wrong to pretend, however, that both feminist and what has been
called ethnic criticism did not in fact since lend themselves either to formalism
or to an esoteric and jargon-ridden exclusivism. They have and do, but what
gathered readers and practitioners to them in the first place was the prospect of
integrating experiences into literary discussions that had for a long time left
those experiences unacknowledged. This integrative impulse in its finest and
truest form is plainly evident in Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark: Whiteness
and the Literary Imagination. Morrison’s book is moved not by anger but by
delight, as well as from what she knows “about the ways writers transform
aspects of their social grounding into aspects of language” (4). The accent
throughout her book is less on aspects of language than on the social grounding
that gives rise to inflections and distortions in language; this social principle
assumes preeminence and priority for her in the creation of literature. In
American literature “what did happen frequently was an effort to talk about [the
presence of Africans] ... with a vocabulary designed to disguise the subject. It
did not always succeed, and in the work of many writers disguise was never
intended. But the consequence was a master narrative that spoke for Africans
and their descendants, or of them. The legislator’s narrative could not coexist
with a response from the Africanist persona” (50).

The drama of Morrison’s charge is best caught in her account of images of
punishing whiteness in American literature—Poe’s Arthur Gordon Pym and
Melville’s Moby Dick, for example—which, she says, “seem to function as both
antidote for and meditation on the shadow that is companion to this whiteness—
a dark and abiding presence that moves the hearts and texts of American
literature with fear and longing” (33). For Paul de Man, one recalls, allegory is
haunted by the absence and priority of an experience that is excluded from
literature, and this, he goes on to argue, leads to a critical aporia for interpreters
without apparent means to rectify or treat the exclusion. For Morrison the
exclusion is ultimately unsuccessful, and derives from a social and historical
experience which, as critic and reader, it is her role to re-include, re-inscribe, re-
define. That this role need not, and in fact does not, include an attack on the
literature as literature itself is part of its extraordinary merit. Morrison makes no



sentimental appeal to another, perhaps more accurately representative literature,
and no appeal either to a folk, or popular, or sub-literary nativist genre. What she
discusses are instances of the master narrative, works by Poe, Mark Twain,
Hemingway, Cather, whose significance on aesthetic and historical grounds is
granted in a manner that is neither hectoring nor vengeful.

Many readers and professional students of literature in England and America
have become so used to the impoverishing terms of an almost purely ideological,
and even caricatural, debate about the canon that they have forgotten that
readings such as those Toni Morrison offers are, in fact, the historical norm. The
Battle of the Books, the debate over the Higher Criticism, over the meaning of
philology (as fought out between Wilamovitz and Nietzsche)—these and many
more canonical disputes have always been the antecedents and have set the
standard for energetic, unacademic, real-life discussion about the canon, and
about how great books should, or can be, read for actual use in actual life. It has
been most unfortunate, I think, that the almost total absence of a historical sense
allowed the nearsighted, media-and mammon-controlled spirit of the Reagan and
Thatcher administrations to control for so long discussions whose true import
was never really about how to manage reading lists and codify course
requirements but about how the real experience of large groups of people might
be grasped, clarified, reinterpreted, and rediscovered in the great works of
literature and philosophy. As if such misleading and trivialized phrases as
political correctness, or multiculturalism, or William Bennett’s grandiose “to
reclaim a heritage” really had anything to do with the kind of thing Toni
Morrison was talking about! Of course not.

This brings me to the third important approach whose impulse and effect
have been to lessen the formalist hold on the study of literature in favor of
approaches based on reinstating historical experiences both misrepresented and
largely excluded from the mainstream canon as well as its criticism. What gives
a special intelligibility and status to the concept of a “mainstream canon” is, of
course, the kind of social authority that is crucial to the life of a nation. This has
been perfectly clear during the debates about ethnic identity in the United States
and abroad as well, during the past few years when it seemed to perspicacious
observers that what was at stake could not be comprehended by so unimportant a
thing as a school reading list; rather it was the image of America itself, and the
coherence of its society, that seemed to be threatened. This fear stands at the
center of Arthur Schlesinger’s book The Disuniting of America: that to press the
claims of minorities and other nationalities on the main core of American history



(even if it is, after all, an immigrants’, diasporic history) is to dislodge traditional
authority in favor of a new and possibly fractious one.

Yet never was this sense of a compelling, enduringly stable identity stronger
than in the time since the nineteenth century, whose legacy in the contemporary
cultural and political discourses I have been discussing is the heightened, and
indeed embattled, sense of national identity which really appears for the first
time on a world scale because of imperialism which pits one race, society,
culture against (or on top of) another. As Eric Hobsbawm puts it, “The major
fact about the nineteenth century is the creation of a simple global economy,
progressively reaching into the most remote corners of the world, an increasingly
dense web of economic transactions, communications and movement of goods,
money and people linking the developed countries with each other and with the
undeveloped” (Age of Empire, 62). Throughout the age of empire a rigid division
obtained between the European colonizers and their non-European colonized
peoples—a division which, although millions of transactions were permitted
across it, was given a cultural correlative of extraordinary proportions, since in
essence it maintained a strict social and cultural hierarchy between whites and
non-whites, between members of the dominant and members of the subject race.
It was this asymmetry in power that Fanon was to characterize as the
Manicheanism of colonial rule and whose profound cultural effects I have
examined in Orientalism and Culture and Imperialism.

It is not too simple a formulation to say that the whole concept of national
identity, in America as elsewhere, was brought to a new pitch of contested
fraughtness by imperialism. Not only did a new discourse of national greatness
take hold inside the culture of the colonizing powers, but a discourse of national
resistance developed within the culture of the colonized people. To think of the
French rhetoric of mission civilisatrice and opposing it, the rhetoric of négritude
and Pan-Africanism, is to gauge how profoundly experienced and how deadly
serious cultural identities had become by the mid-twentieth century. Or there was
manifest destiny, and the many Latin American doctrines of native authenticity.
And after the post—World War II dismantling of the classical empires, after the
colonial wars and the mass insurrections of decolonization, the exigencies of
national and cultural identity did not lessen; they increased. National identity
(and very often little else) became the program of many newly independent
countries in the Third World, who required an airline, a diplomatic service, and
(of course) an army to maintain themselves in the face of poverty, illness, and
hunger. In the United States, the postwar period brought the Cold War and, as



frequently not noted, the taking on by the U.S. and its superpower opposite, the
Soviet Union, of the roles once played by Britain and France.

The twentieth century was supposed to have been the American century, and
perhaps indeed it was, although it’s still too early to prophesy about this century.
Certainly the great overseas ventures like the war in Vietnam or Operation
Desert Storm have made a difference to the more and more heightened, as well
as problematic, sense of American cultural identity. But there is also no doubt
that the emergence of opposition to the earlier empires has had consequences for
the battles around identity all over the world, even if now a weary globalized
consciousness has overtaken intellectuals at “the end of history.” But their lack
of energy is not the only story.

When during the 1980s students and faculty at Stanford, for example,
proposed Fanon as an item on the humanities reading list, it was felt that Fanon’s
engagement in the 1950s on behalf of the Algerian FLN against French
colonialism was of some particular relevance to American students in the 1980s.
Why? Because his work signified opposition to empire, and empire was a title to
which the United States had so unmistakably succeeded. Moreover—and this, I
believe, is a more interesting reason for concern with Fanon—writers like him,
C. L. R. James, W. E. B. Du Bois, Walter Rodney, Aimé Césaire, and José Marti
represented an unusual intellectual trajectory: they were writers and activists
whose intellectual pedigree was often entirely metropolitan but whose work
could be characterized as providing an alternative consciousness to that of the
mainstream, orthodox, or establishment consciousness prevailing in Europe and
the United States. Cities like New York, full of immigrants and
unaccommodated “aliens,” hold a place of honor in this history as housing
precisely that alternative intellectual at odds with the city’s almost overpowering
status as a center of global capital.

The opposition to empire is so important a feature of my work after
Orientalism that it requires a little more elaboration and historical precision. I
think it can be said that the appearance of nationalist and independence parties
all across the Third World, and within the already independent countries of
North and South America, from the end of the nineteenth century until the period
between the two world wars was a massive response to the cultural and political
domination of the West. This was the world in which, as a young Arab, I grew
up. Many of the Pan-African, Pan-Asian, and Pan-Arab parties took as their
mandate not only political independence but also the need for a new, and often
renewed and reinvigorated, sense of independent cultural identity. I believe that



many (if not all) of these efforts were seen as making a place in the world’s
culture for these new cultural identities that were formerly suppressed and
excluded. To Césaire and Du Bois, for instance, racial thought and the
persecution of the black individual were the responsibility of aspects of white or
European mainstream culture, but they did not at all mean that all whites and
Europeans, or all white and European culture, were to be thrown out and
rejected. There had to be careful discriminations made between liberation on the
one hand, and a sort of reverse racism, by which pernicious theories of racial
discrimination were now replicated in a reversed form (blacks hating and
discriminating against whites) in the new and emergent black nationalism.
Tagore in India nobly undertook a critique of nationalism as containing too much
negative force and resentment.

Certainly there was a great deal of nativism and violently separatist thought
in the anti-imperialist nationalism of the mid-twentieth century. What is even
more sadly ironic is that some intellectuals who were once critical of the
separatist nationalism in their liberation movements were later to be transformed
into the most energetic and insistent of nativists, those who uncritically reiterated
the importance of belonging to the “right” group, and therefore were neither
alien nor united. Thus the celebrated Nigerian writer Wole Soyinka attacks
Senghor’s négritude in the early 1960s—attacks it brilliantly and resourcefully
for its defeatism, its implicit concessions to European ethnocentrism and
supremacist thought—and then thirty years later in his own journal Transition
attacks the well-known Kenyan political theorist Ali Mazrui for not being
enough of a “pure” African. Such divagations as this are all too frequent,
particularly in the continued denigration of native and non-Western cultures in
the late twentieth century. But what distinguished the great liberationist cultural
movements that stood against Western imperialism was that they wanted
liberation within the same universe of discourse inhabited by Western culture.
As Césaire put it in his greatest poem (in a phrase echoed and re-echoed by C. L.
R. James), “no race has a monopoly on beauty, or intelligence, or strength, and
there is room for everyone at the convocation of conquest.”

The historical experience of imperialism for the imperialized entailed
subservience and exclusion; therefore the historical experience of nationalist
resistance and decolonization was designed for liberation and inclusion. Much of
what went wrong in the subsequent development of nationalism was the direct
result of either forgetting or rejecting this edifying equation—but that is another
story that I have tried to pursue in the later essays of this book on the politics of



knowledge. It is necessary, however, to add one further thing to the narrative of
liberation that concerns me here: that so far as liberation was concerned, the very
notion of historical experience itself involved an acknowledgment that both the
dominant and the subaltern peoples in imperialism actually shared the same
irreducibly secular world. And if so, there was only one worldly cultural space,
the common possession of all humankind, and also a universal language of rights
and ideals, in which to wage the struggle for liberation and inclusion. To some
extent this acknowledgment reflected the national reality, that is, if as a
Senegalese or an Indian you were educated under imperialism, English or French
culture would perforce be a part of your world. Césaire’s language, conceptual
vocabulary, and values in his Discourse on Colonialism were those of Voltaire
and Marx; the object of his polemic was to rescue their liberating ideas from the
corruptions forced on poor West Indian natives by empire. To read and interpret
meant to read in French (and other languages) for liberation and inclusion. It did
not mean throwing out the masterpieces of “Western” culture along with the
language of the colonial bureaucrat who claimed to be representing them, and
who in the end was forced to leave. Nor did it mean inventing a special jargon to
be used only by “natives.” If Western humanism was discredited by its practices
and hypocrisy, these needed to be exposed, and a more universal humanism
enacted and taught.

I have taken so much time to sketch this enormously rich history because it
serves as the general background for many of the essays in this book, which
have derived both from my own travel and from work being done in England,
Ireland, Africa, India, the Caribbean and the Middle East. The noisy debates that
now rage around post-colonial and African-American studies, as well as the
radical feminism that focuses principally on non-white women, sometimes
obscure the well-spring of hope, generosity, and courage from which those
approaches originally derived. Reading Du Bois, for instance, one could hear in
his accents, first of all, the sound of an interpreter partly shaped in language and
sensitivity by the great European and American poets and novelists, some of
whose modern ideological followers unfortunately affirmed only their preferred
authors’ relatively official and perhaps even authoritarian selves, and scanted
what else in the poetry and prose was, or could be interpreted as being,
heterodox, subversive, and contradictory. But second, and no less important, one
could learn from interpretations such as his, Toni Morrison’s, and C. L. R.
James’s to see in the canon other structures of feeling, attitude, and reference,
structures that testified to a much more worldly, active, and political involvement



by major writers with topics of great importance to non-Europeans—topics such
as the limits of colonial penal rehabilitation in Great Expectations, the
quandaries of imperialism in Tennyson, slavery and racialist thought in Carlyle,
and outright colonialism in Ruskin. The challenge therefore was to re-read and
re-examine, not simply to distort or reject.

Far from rejecting or disqualifying canonical writers because of crudely
political considerations, my approach has tried to re-situate writers in their own
history, with a particular emphasis on those apparently marginal aspects of their
work which because of the historical experience of non-European readers have
acquired a new prominence. A prototype for this method exists, of course, in the
magnificent historical and cultural studies of E. P. Thompson and Raymond
Williams, which have been especially important to me. Williams’s The Country
and the City, for instance, is such a compelling work because it restores to
individual works of literature and art the lived experiences of losers in the social
contest, losers whose absence Williams was the first to point to as having an
essential part in the aesthetic work’s structure and meaning. He shows, for
example, that the absence of dispossessed peasants in a picture of opulent
country-house elegance is implicitly memorialized by the seventeenth-century
arranged landscapes represented by Ben Jonson at Penshurst estate: “a rural
landscape emptied of rural labour and of labourers; a sylvan and watery prospect
with a hundred analogies in neo-pastoral painting and poetry, from which the
facts of production had been banished: the roads and approaches artfully
concealed by trees, so that the very fact of communication could be visually
suppressed; inconvenient barns and mills cleared away out of sight (the
bourgeois Sterling, in Coleman and Garrick’s Clandestine Marriage had ‘made a
greenhouse out of the old laundry and turned the brewhouse into a pinery’);
avenues opening to the distant hills, where no details disturbed the distant view;
and this landscape seen from above, from the new elevated sites; the large
windows, the terraces, the lawns; the cleared lines of vision; the expression of
control and of command” (125).

This is not ressentiment, nor is it anger at “high culture.” Williams is a great
critic to the precise extent that his scholarship and criticism are based on the
immediacy of connection he can discern between the great literary work and the
historical experience—all the relevant sides of it—that gave rise to the work. To
read Jonson’s Penshurst is therefore to appreciate its figures, its structures and
fluent accents, but also to grasp the way in which these were earned, achieved,
constructed by individual genius and by social contest. What one ends up feeling



in Williams’s work is not so much a sense of his cleverness, or his sophisticated
way with a lot of sources and scholarship, but his ability to project himself back
into the past, and thereby to comprehend its felt structures and its laboriously
wrought works as a sort of inventory or genealogy of the present, in Gramsci’s
phrase. And thus the great eighteenth-century landscapes and country houses
will lead a century later to the “wealthy and class-divided city” of London: “This
version [Conan Doyle’s representation of London as Sherlock Holmes’s domain]
of a glittering and dominant metropolitan culture had enough reality to support a
traditional idea of the city, as a centre of light and learning, but now on an
unprecedented scale. The cultural centralization of England was already at this
time more marked, at every level, than in any comparable society” (229).

To speak of the canon is to understand this process of cultural centralization,
a direct consequence of imperialism and the globalism we still live with today.
The privilege of the great work is that it sits at the center of the center and can
therefore either touch or include the historical experience of peripheral,
marginal, or eccentric lives, albeit in a reduced or scarcely visible form.
Criticism in the global setting spun together by imperialism affords a whole
series of possibilities, especially if we take seriously the historical experience of
decolonization, with its enabling perspectives and resourceful readings as an
extension of the struggle to be heard, and to be a realized part of what T. S. Eliot
calls “the whole consort dancing together.”

I do not want to be understood as suggesting that you have to be a member of
a formerly colonized or disadvantaged minority group in order to do interesting
and historically grounded literary scholarship. When such notions of insider
privilege are advanced they have to be rejected out of hand as perpetuations of
the exclusions one should always oppose, a sort of racism or nationalism by
imitation, which in this book I have criticized both in supposedly privileged or
“objective” observers like Naipaul and Orwell, both of them renowned for the
transparency and “honesty” of their style, and in social insiders like Walter
Lippmann. Like all style, “good” or transparent writing has to be demystified for
its complicity with the power that allows it to be there, whether at the center or
not.

Moreover, the study of literature is not abstract but is set irrecusably and
unarguably within a culture whose historical situation influences, if it does not
determine, a great deal of what we say and do. I have been using the phrase
“historical experience” throughout because the words are neither technical nor
esoteric but suggest an opening away from the formal and technical toward the



lived, the contested, and the immediate, which in these essays I keep returning to
again and again. Yet I am as aware as anyone that the dangers of an empty
humanism are quite real, that simply asserting the virtues of classical or
humanistic norms in the study of literature is to feed an agenda that is
determined to weed out and possibly eliminate any mention of transnational
experiences such as war, slavery, imperialism, poverty, and ignorance that have
disfigured human history—and discredited the humanism that left responsibility
for those evils to politicians and Others. In a forthcoming book on humanism in
America I hope to develop this idea and to affirm the continued relevance of
humanism for our time. The point here, however, is that at present the study of
literature has gone in two opposed and in my opinion ridiculously tendentious
directions: one, into a professionalized and technologized jargon that bristles
with strategies, techniques, privileges, and valorizations, many of them simply
verbal or “postmodern” and hence lacking in engagement with the world, or two,
into a lackluster, ostrich-like, and unreflective pseudo-healthiness that calls itself
“traditional” scholarship. Historical experience, and in particular the experience
of dislocation, exile, migration, and empire, therefore opens both of these
approaches to the invigorating presence of a banished or forgotten reality which
in the past two hundred years has dominated human existence in an enormous
variety of ways. It is this general and particular experience that my own kind of
criticism and scholarship in this book are trying to reclaim, understand, and
situate.

I should add that I have tried to deal with music as a particularly rich and, for
me, unique branch of aesthetic experience. Several essays in this book are either
about musical subjects or discuss music in ways that are, I think, linked to my
other interests. As someone whose lifelong association with Western classical
music has included performance, musicology, and criticism, I have always
regretted that modern culture seems to have isolated music away from the other
arts, with the result that most educated people are far more at ease talking about
cinema, photography, art, dance, or architecture than they are with Bach or
Schoenberg. Yet music’s extraordinary disciplinary rigor, its capacity for
plurality of voice, for expressiveness, for a whole range of performative
possibilities, for a fascinating though sometimes arcane capacity to internalize,
refer to, and go beyond its own history, have compelled my attention and have
sharpened as well as deepened my other, more superficially worldly concerns. In
this sort of wonderfully problematic cross-fertilization between the musical and
the immediacies of ordinary experience my model has been Adorno, an



impossible example to follow but one whose brilliant musical intelligence makes
him utterly unique among the great philosophical and cultural thinkers of our
time.

I must now conclude by being considerably more specific about my own
experience, and how that enters into (very often indirectly or unwittingly) so
much of what is in the thirty-five years of this book. Elsewhere I have not spared
my readers a rather substantial body of writing on the question of Palestine, the
fate of the Palestinian people, and of course the whole ensemble of
contemporary politics that has absorbed them and their fate. In this book,
however, Palestine appears from time to time as a theme (not until more than
halfway through), although its influence is felt earlier, often in an incompletely
grasped and formulated way. There is first of all the sheer fact of Palestine as a
deeply, some might say inordinately significant geographical territory, a subject
for imaginative, ideological, cultural, and religious projection, but also the site of
an ongoing conflict for control. In my own experience Palestine has always been
identified partly elegiacally, partly resolutely with dispossession and exile,
whereas for so many others it is known principally as Israel, an “empty” land
returned to according to biblical fiat. At the core, then, there is an irreconcilable,
antinomian conflict embodied in the land.

Second, there is the sense of dissonance engendered by estrangement,
distance, dispersion, years of lostness and disorientation—and, just as important,
the precarious sense of expression by which what “normal” residents find easy
and natural to do requires in exile an almost excessive deliberation, effort,
expenditure of intellectual energy at restoration, reiteration, and affirmation that
are undercut by doubt and irony. I have found that the greatest difficulty to be
overcome is the temptation to counter-conversion, the wish to find a new system,
territory, or allegiance to replace the lost one, to think in terms of panaceas and
new, more complete visions that simply do away with complexity, difference,
and contradiction. Whereas the critical task for the exile in my view is to remain
somehow skeptical and always on guard, a role I have directly associated here
and in my Reith Lectures (Representations of the Intellectual) with the
intellectual vocation, which also refuses the jargon of specialization, the
blandishments of power, and—just as much to the point—the quietism of non-
involvement. Those essays in this book that are connected to debates in literary
theory, anthropology, area studies (Orientalism), and, further afield, matters



having to do with journalistic or artistic narrative, the art of the piano, popular
culture, and particularly Arabic literature have drawn on the same kind of
intellectual position of affiliation maintained in conjunction with critique.

What I have found myself looking for in our age of the politics of ethnic
identity and passionate conviction are alternative communities that have
emerged from the experience of exile with a great deal of their memory and their
private subjectivity still preserved, as John Berger and Jean Mohr so beautifully
show, despite the extinction of privacy all around them. In this too, Palestine has
played a role. Because Palestine is uncomfortably, indeed scandalously, close to
the Jewish experience of genocide, it has been difficult at times even to
pronounce the word Palestine, given that entire state-supported policies by
enormous powers were dedicated to making sure that the name, and more so the
memory and aspiration—to say nothing of the often startling similarity of
namelessness and rejection—simply did, would, could not exist. But we are after
all a coherent people, and I have found a universal meaning in the experiences
on behalf of Palestinian rights, whether because liberal human rights discourse,
otherwise so eloquent about all other rights, has stood in embarrassed silence
before Palestine, looking the other way, or because Palestine provides the test-
case for a true universalism on such matters as terror, refugees, and human
rights, along with a real moral complexity often bypassed in the rush to various
nationalist assertions.

It would, however, be a real mistake if this book were read as delivering an
extended political message. On the contrary, much of the material here is
presented as essentially in contrast to politics, that is, in the realm of the
aesthetic, even though (as Jacqueline Rose indicates in her wonderfully
suggestive phrase “states of fantasy,” with its emphasis on the notion of a state)
the interchange between politics and aesthetics is not only very productive, but
endlessly recurring. And pleasurable as well. For how else can one appreciate
dancers like Tahia Carioca or film stars like Johnny (Tarzan)Weissmuller except
as figures expressing the mobility, the uncoopted and unadministered force, of
what political life hasn’t totally absorbed? But it would be disingenuous not to
admit that the Palestinian experience seems retrospectively to have predisposed
my own critical attention in favor of unaccommodated, essentially expatriate or
diasporic forms of existence, those destined to remain at some distance from the
solid resting-place that is embodied in repatriation. Therefore the essay form has
seemed particularly congenial, as have such exemplary figures for me as Conrad,
Vico, and Foucault.



Thus, as a cause, as a geographic, local, original experience, Palestine for me
provided affinities with, say, Conrad’s radical exilic vision, or with the lonely
exceptionalism of a Foucault and a Melville. But I should mention also that in
the last few years my political experience underwent two major changes, one
due to severe illness, which obliged me to leave the activist world of political
struggle, and the other due to the defanging and the (in my opinion) terrible
transformation of what was a secular, critical, and hopeful movement for
liberation and change into a miserably confined, sordidly run West Bank/ Gaza
entity as a result of the “peace process.” I have written too much about this
journalistically to rehearse any of my arguments here. Suffice it to say that
Palestine casts an altered shadow over those later essays in the book having to do
with questions of interpretation, education, and what I call “the politics of
knowledge.” T wouldn’t at all call the result of the change resignation or even
detachment (which I think I’ve always had), though I would say that the change
in situation does accommodate my sense of how perspective in the Nietzschean
sense is less a matter of choice than of necessity. In any event, I have been so
specific here about the influence of Palestine because I have long wanted to
acknowledge intellectually its importance and universality that go well beyond
the regional and the local. Besides, we all know how concerns from one area of
life impinge silently and unasked on others.

I have argued that exile can produce rancor and regret, as well as a sharpened
vision. What has been left behind may either be mourned, or it can be used to
provide a different set of lenses. Since almost by definition exile and memory go
together, it is what one remembers of the past and how one remembers it that
determine how one sees the future. My hope in this book is to demonstrate the
truth of this, and to provide my readers with the same pleasure I derived from
using the exile’s situation to practice criticism. And also to show that no return
to the past is without irony, or without a sense that a full return, or repatriation, is
impossible.
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Labyrinth of Incarnations: The Essays of Maurice Merleau-Ponty

According to Emile Bréhier, the distinguished philosopher and historian of
philosophy, the major task faced by French thinkers of the early twentieth
century was to re-situate man in what he aptly describes as “the circuit of
reality.” The theories of which Bergson and Durkheim, for example, were heirs
had isolated man in a limbo, in order that “reality,” or whatever was left when
man was lifted aside, could be studied. Mechanism, determinism, sociologism: a
variety of sometimes simple and sometimes ingenious keys kept unlocking doors
that led further away from what philosophers like Gabriel Marcel and Jean-Paul
Sartre were later to call “lived”—as opposed to general, universal, abstract or
theoretical—“life.” The discrediting of these “isms,” which began as a useful
polemic, has, since the middle 1930s, become a sophisticated and frequently
tangled strand of intricate philosophizing, not without its moments of fatuous
elegance (at which the French are masters) but more frequently studded with
works of enduring importance. Whether it calls itself Marxism, existentialism, or
phenomenology, the thought of this period (from about 1936 onward) almost
always concerns itself with concrete situations—a key phrase—rather than with
abstractions, with precise methodology but not with universal principles.
Somehow, it manages also to be highly adventurous and speculative and yet
markedly anti-theoretical, a paradox that keeps occurring to the reader for whom
antitheses of this sort are still novel and troubling. Moreover, even the Marxists
(the best of them, that is) join in attacking the doctrine of simple causation, a
doctrine that satisfies no one and often arouses ridicule because of its pallid
rigidity. All in all, causation, abstract theory, and “unsituated” discussion are as
irrelevant as possible to the generality of recent French thought. Their
uselessness to this thought is best illustrated by the way in which Zeno’s paradox
of Achilles and the tortoise is invalidated by actual motion.

The fall of France in 1940 considerably strengthened the impulse to discredit
mechanistic or reductive philosophy, and generated an impatience with a sort of
ossified precision that seemed incapable of touching man. What had previously
been a debate between professional philosophers turned into almost national



reaction to a social, spiritual, moral, and even military posture that was simply
not ready for the brutalities of history. In a sense, the mode of philosophy
changed from inbred professionalism to humanistic amateurism. The war caught
up and made overt what had been stirring beneath the surface of French life, the
conflict between what M. Bréhier calls the stability of principles and the shifting
variety of human experience. Like the Maginot Line, these fixed principles
buckled as the waves of an onrushing and terrible experience assaulted them
with catastrophic effect. It is ironic, of course, that German thought—that of
Marx, Edmund Husserl, and Martin Heidegger in particular—played a
considerable part in the intellectual turnabout. For what these philosophers
brought to the attention of their French disciples was an awareness that the
starting point of any philosophical enterprise is man’s own life, which can
neither be left unexamined nor conveniently herded under some theoretical
rubric. A corollary to this notion is one with which current Anglo-Saxon
philosophy, normally hostile to the style of Continental philosophizing, concurs:
the central importance of language to human experience. In a sense, philosophy
has passed from the study of economic-behavioral-psychological man to the
study of linguacentric man. Immanence—or the meaning embedded in human,
lived reality—is now the central theme of French philosophy, and in the work of
Maurice Merleau-Ponty it has received extraordinarily rich, passionate, and
complex treatment.

Like his long-time friend Jean-Paul Sartre, Merleau-Ponty was a prewar
normalien who then did the usual tour of pedagogic duty at a provincial lycée
before military service in 1939. During the war, he worked with the Resistance
while teaching philosophy at the Lycée Carnot. In 1945, with Sartre, he founded
Les Temps Modernes and contributed unsigned as well as signed political and
philosophical articles to it until the two men broke with one another: their
friendship, according to Sartre, was difficult and very often strained. Sartre,
incidentally, wrote a remarkable portrait of Merleau-Ponty just after the latter’s
death in 1961; not only is it the most interesting and personal study of Merleau-
Ponty but it is Sartre at his best, complex and clear at the same time, full of
sympathy and a kind of baffled understanding for his problematic subject. One
wonders how two such different men could have been friends for so long (Sartre
suggests coyly that what kept them together was his great respect for Merleau-
Ponty—who, he says, had achieved maturity and had “learned history” sooner
than his fellows). They complement each other: Sartre with his expansive
genius, pushing out in form after form, restlessly exploring one literary and



philosophic mode after another; Merleau-Ponty with his brooding, concentrated
power of mind, gathering in his experience and his thoughts, his writing
becoming more and more dense, its texture thicker and tighter. Both are great
synthesizers, but Sartre’s style is essentially centrifugal, Merleau-Ponty’s
centripetal. Their disagreement in 1950 reached a climax during the Korean war.
Merleau-Ponty, ever a stoic realist, became convinced that words meant nothing
(he said he would commit suicide now by going to New York to work as an
elevator boy). Naked force had been let loose. Sartre, though plainly
discouraged, was still hopeful that voices could be raised in protest and
discussion.

Between 1945 and 1953, Merleau-Ponty taught for a time in Lyons, and at the
Sorbonne. In 1953, he was made professor at the College de France; the chair he
was given—he was the youngest man ever named to it—had previously been
held by Bergson and by Etienne Gilson. Merleau-Ponty died suddenly in 1961 at
the age of fifty-three, his work, at least as he had sketched out its future outlines,
only begun. His death came eight years after his mother’s, when, by his own
admission to Sartre, one-half of his life had been destroyed. Furthermore, he
claimed never to have recovered from an incomparable childhood. Sartre
surmises that Merleau-Ponty’s incurable dislike of the philosophy that is
practiced as an elevated survey probably was derived from his desire to
investigate man’s preconscious history, his natal attachments to the world. This
is not as fanciful a conjecture as it sounds. For Merleau-Ponty’s central
philosophic position, insofar as one can be articulated for him, is that we are in
and of the world before we can think about it. Perception, to which he devoted
his major philosophic labors, is a crucial but complex process that reasserts our
connection with the world and thereby provides the basis for all our thought and
meaning-giving activity. This, put very simply, is what makes him a
phenomenologist. His aim is to rediscover experience at the “naive” level of its
origin, beneath and before the sophisticated encroachments of science.
Phenomenology approaches experience as a novelist or poet approaches his
subject, from within, but it is not at all anti-scientific; on the contrary, its aim is
to put science on a proper footing and to restore it to experience.

On the surface, Merleau-Ponty’s life seems to have been relatively
uneventful, and therefore of little interest to the student of his thought. But, as
Werner Jaeger showed in his magistral study of Aristotle, one of the most
significant aspects of a philosopher’s work is the connection between the
development of his thought and the tenor of his life. Merleau-Ponty’s earliest



works were published as his thesis for the docteur es lettres in 1945: The
Structure of Behavior and Phenomenology of Perception. These large, careful,
laborious volumes, filled with recondite examples from science (physics,
biology, and psychology), were an attempt to free the mind from the bonds of
pure empiricism at one extreme, and idealism at the other. These two doctrines
subsumed what Merleau-Ponty took to be the major fallacies of philosophy.
Empiricism argued the sufficiency of practical observation and experiment, but
was forced to resort to extra-empirical concepts to unify and give meaning to the
results of these observations. A neurosis, for instance, can’t be understood
merely by adding together all its symptoms, since a neurosis is something more
than the sum of its parts: it is a working whole, or Gestalt, in action. Idealism, on
the other hand, taught the primacy of abstract wholes that pertain to some realm
of which, by definition, we can have no experience, and the ascendancy of mind
over matter. Merleau-Ponty confutes this latter belief by attention to the body’s
crucial role in our experience. Truth, he concludes, is based on what is real—and
that is our perception of the world: perception becomes “not presumed true,” but
may be “defined as access to truth.” He goes on to say, in Phenomenology of
Perception, that “the world is not what I think, but what I live through. I am
open to the world, I have no doubt that I am in communication with it, but I do
not possess it; it is inexhaustible. “There is a world,” or rather: ‘There is the
world’; I can never completely account for this ever-reiterated assertion in my
life.” Merleau-Ponty’s efforts to account for the assertion are the positive aspect
of the two volumes: he shows how human reality can best be understood in
terms of behavior (action given form) which is neither a thing nor an idea,
neither entirely mental nor entirely physical. Instead of rushing from one
absolute incompatibility to another, torn between them, his mode of thought is
dialectical, weaving among realities without absolutes. His philosophy thus took
as its province what he was later to call “the constantly experienced moment.”
The two works clearly pertain both to the war experience and to the
immediate postwar years. Whatever remained of “pure” thought, “pure”
morality, “pure” anything, he wrote a little later, was unlearned; “we learned a
kind of vulgar immoralism, which is healthy.” His task was to open men to their
experience—they had been, like their country, virtually raped by history. One
thinks of Yeats’s “Leda” sonnet and then of Merleau-Ponty struggling to muster
knowledge equal to the power of so devastating an experience. It was no longer
a question of finding ways to churn up new secrets about man—which is the
characteristic prejudice of late nineteenth-century philosophy and psychology.



With his usual uncanny precision, André Malraux has one of the characters in his
Les Noyers de I’Altenburg, a wartime novel, reject classical (and presumably
Freudian) psychology exactly because man’s secrets have nothing to do with
man’s humanity. Merleau-Ponty’s thought is best understood not as a way of
uncovering new truths about man but as a way of intensifying participation in
human experience. One does not read his work to discover what one had not
known before. Instead, one is readmitted from distraction to one’s own
experience, as is the case when one reads Proust (an author from whom Merleau-
Ponty quotes a great deal). There is also a curious resemblance here to the
Platonic doctrine of recollection. This is why, as I suggested earlier, philosophy
ceases to be a privileged, professional activity to which only initiates are
admitted; the language, the techniques, the biases ought to be available to all, for
we are amateurs together, subjected to contingency, to “the metamorphoses of
fortune,” to “facticity,” and to death.

Almost everything that Merleau-Ponty wrote after 1945 was originally cast in
essay form—big books, with their forced systematic unity that draws one further
into its clutches, were less open to the vagaries of human experience. His
penchant for shorter forms is reminiscent of Wittgenstein’s, for whom writing
was less a delivery of finished thought than a series of moments fully embedded
in experience. In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein mirrors Merleau-Ponty’s wonder at
the world’s presence in and around us: “Not how the world is, is the mystery, but
that it is.” (Interestingly, Georg Lukacs, who admits the sincerity of Merleau-
Ponty’s work, upbraids him for his “mystical” attitude to history and reality.)

The great themes of Merleau-Ponty’s essays are language, art, psychology,
and politics, and the three major volumes form part of the integral translation of
his work undertaken in an extraordinary project at Northwestern University
Press.l The earliest essays, those in Sense and Non-Sense, date from between
1945 and 1947. Those in Signs are later efforts from 1958 on, and those in The
Primacy of Perception contain not only some early pieces but also the last work
published during his lifetime, “Eye and Mind.” (Between Sense and Non-Sense
and Signs, he wrote two volumes of political philosophy with particular attention
to contemporary Marxism: Humanism and Terror and The Adventures of
Dialectic. In 1964, a volume gleaned from his notes, Visible and Invisible,
appeared in Paris.) His very earliest essays excepted, Merleau-Ponty’s style of
exposition in these volumes is novel and at first hard to fathom. For he disdains
point-by-point logic, preferring instead to explore his theme laterally and
obliquely, in a manner strikingly reminiscent of R. P. Blackmur’s—whose



interest in “gesture” Merleau-Ponty shares. This style is consistent with his
belief that philosophy, or serious discourse, is “as real as the world of which it is
a part,” and is “the act whereby we take up this unfinished world in an effort to
complete and conceive it.” Unlike Sartre’s assertion that we are condemned to
freedom, Merleau-Ponty’s quieter realism illustrates that we are condemned to
meaning; in all its aspects, our life is our way of giving meaning to the brute fact
of existence. This analysis is a more sober version of Gerard Manley Hopkins’
exuberant “the world is bursting with meaning.” Thus, in a wonderful phrase,
Merleau-Ponty speaks of the world’s prose, by which he means not that we are a
tabula rasa on which the world writes, but that we express the world, its sense
and non-sense, what is visible and what we experience even if it is invisible—for
expression and gesture are the basic human prerogatives.

Finally, we find that the perceived world, in its turn is not a pure object of thought without fissures
or lacunae; it is rather, like a universal style shared in by all perceptual beings.... Before our
undivided existence the world is true; it exists. The unity, the articulation of both are intermingled.
We experience it in a truth which shows through and envelops us rather than being held and

circumscribed by our mind.

Yet, we are condemned to meaning, and this is the other side of the coin, in much
the same way that Joseph K. in The Trial is enmeshed in the Parable of the Law,
forced to spin meaning after meaning for it, challenged endlessly by its
seemingly inexhaustible possibilities. Merleau-Ponty offers no single meaning to
existence because he is, as he has been called by one of his critics, a philosopher
of ambiguity; Sartre comments a little wryly that Merleau-Ponty lived between a
thesis and an antithesis, always unwilling to go to a definite synthesis. Yet, in a
recent book on Roland Barthes and “la nouvelle critique,” Serge Doubrovsky
laments the loss to the intellectual world of Merleau-Ponty’s great synthesizing
powers.

The fact of the matter is, I think, that Merleau-Ponty’s language is itself the
synthesis, however tenuous or difficult, for which Sartre looked. In his studies of
perception, Merleau-Ponty had all but obliterated the distinction between mind
and matter, as well as all the comforting and helpful antinomies with which
philosophy had previously kept itself apart from the more vulgar categories of
life: form and content, spirit and body. He discerned instead structures and forms
that inhere in human behavior. As he said in one of his most telling phrases,
perception not only involves the thinking body but also the incarnated mind. In
what is his most original contribution to psychology, Merleau-Ponty



demonstrates that we use our body to know the world; space and time are not
abstractions but almost-entities that we haunt and inhabit. The body is not an
object that receives impressions which the mind then translates in its function as
a subject: on the contrary, existence is the dimension of what he calls
compresence.

Properly speaking, then, perception is an activity that clarifies a primordial
way of being, a being that lies beneath the level of intelligible discourse.
Perception, quite literally, is the way human existence comes into being. In his
essay called “The Primacy of Perception,” Merleau-Ponty casts his thought as
follows:

The experience of perception is our presence at the moment when things, truths, values are
constituted for us; that perception is a nascent logos; that it teaches us, outside all dogmatism, the
true conditions of objectivity itself; that it summons us to the tasks of knowledge and action. It is
not a question of reducing human knowledge to sensation, but of assisting at the birth of this
knowledge, to make it as sensible as the sensible, to recover the consciousness of rationality. This
experience of rationality is lost when we take it for granted as self-evident, but is, on the contrary,

rediscovered when it is made to appear against the background of non-human nature.

There cannot be one absolute meaning for existence, since that would presume
the intellectualist distinction between transcendent meaning and human
existence that Merleau-Ponty decries. His writing does not interpret in the usual
sense, for then it would have to be about something; rather, it is already in the
dimension of meaning (“we are condemned to meaning”), and its primary job is
the articulation of that already present immanence. Not how the world is but that
it is. Therefore, says Merleau-Ponty, “expressing what exists is an endless task.”
There is a close connection between his manner of discourse and the critical
stance of Susan Sontag, whose attitude “against interpretation” more militantly
puts the French thinker’s case; both write in and for the period after “the end of
ideology.”

The two incipient dangers of a philosophy like this are, first, the sheer
difficulty of interpreting a language that makes no concessions, and, second, a
kind of laissez faire attitude to all human activity and to ethics and politics in
particular. Merleau-Ponty succumbs to the first danger from time to time, but
never to the second. The introduction to Signs, for example, is scarcely
decipherable because it is so much like a long conversation already in progress
when it begins and not really concluded by the time it is supposedly over. Terms
of reference are not always clear, and allusions to people, incidents, and passages



in unnamed works lurk everywhere. One hastens to add, however, that it is
possible to make out the larger drift of everything Merleau-Ponty wrote because
his is the prose of the world in which we now live. From Husserl he borrows the
word Lebenswelt, a useful neologism coined by the German phenomenologist to
designate the life-world, or life-context and life-situation, of an individual.
Merleau-Ponty’s answer to charges against his blatant subjectivity is always that
subjectivity is itself a universal, which means that intersubjectivity, or the whole
of all existing subjectivity, is the only transcendent value.

By myself I cannot be free, nor can I be a consciousness or a man; and that other whom I first saw
as my rival is my rival only because he is myself. I discover myself in the other, just as I discover
consciousness of life in consciousness of death, because I am from the start this mixture of life and

death, solitude and communication, which is heading towards its resolution.

He clearly rejects what Herbert Marcuse has called one-dimensional man on the
same grounds that made him in 1950 sharply criticize the Marxists with whose
thought he had hitherto sympathized. To allow things to go as they are, whether
or not commanded from above by a rationalized and monolithic superstructure,
is bad faith. It means the surrender of the distinctively human activity of
conscious perception, and hence the resignation of our task “to complete and
conceive” the world. He reiterates time and again in his essays that the “broad
lines of history,” at least as the Marxists see them, do not determine every single
episode in history. “Every historical undertaking is something of an adventure
since it is never guaranteed by any absolutely rational structure of things.... Our
only recourse is a reading of the present which is as full and as fruitful as
possible, which does not prejudice its meaning, which even recognizes chaos
and non-sense where they exist, but which does not refuse to discern a direction
and an idea in events where they appear.” Still, like Sartre, he freely appreciated
(in the essay “Marxism and Philosophy”) what he called Marx’s realistic
existentialism, his dialectical mode, and the human order for which he spoke.
The final ambiguity between human effort and the inner logic of history was,
however, entirely necessary to Merleau-Ponty’s thought. The clarity and superb
insight with which he treats Montaigne and Machiavelli in Signs testify to the
vital polarity between human self-examination and political realism on which his
courageous posture is built.

Sartre’s description of Merleau-Ponty’s attitude is “smiling moroseness”; at
other times, perhaps wishing to balance seriousness with humor, he speaks of
Merleau-Ponty’s charming “gaminerie.” Neither description, of course, does



justice to Merleau-Ponty’s greatest achievement as a philosopher of language (he
was the first contemporary French philosopher of stature to examine language
with any seriousness and profundity) and of art—and as Husserl’s most
imaginative student. Many months of independent research in the Husserl
Archives in Louvain convinced Merleau-Ponty that Husserl, contrary to what
had been thought, underwent a decisive change in mid-career. Previously a
philosopher whose hope had been the formulation of a universal eidetic (or ideal
essence) of mind and language, Husserl, according to Merleau-Ponty, came to
realize that the clue to philosophical research was the whole man, considered in
his existential situation, his Lebenswelt. From believing that a universal grammar
could be discovered, Husserl passed to the belief that one’s concern ought to be
the “speaking subject,” since there is no such thing as a language that one does
not use (the only languages we know are the ones we can use). Language (or
“langage,” as it is called by the French to distinguish it from “langue,” and to
suggest all forms of human articulation) is man’s principal expressive mode,
and, as Merleau-Ponty writes in Sense and Non-Sense, it

must surround each speaking subject, like an instrument with its own inertia, its own demands,
constraints, and internal logic, and must nevertheless remain open to the initiatives of the subject
(as well as to the brute contributions of invasions, fashions and historical events), always capable of
the displacement of meanings, the ambiguities, and the functional substitutions which give this
logic its lurching gait. Perhaps the notion of gestalt, or structure, would here perform the same
service it did for psychology, since both cases involve ensembles which are not the pure
manifestations of a directive consciousness, which are not explicitly aware of their own principles,

and which nevertheless can and should be studied by proceeding from the whole to the parts.

Structure, I think, here corresponds to Wittgenstein’s notion in the
Philosophical Investigations of the “forms of life” which provide language with
its inner ontology and rules. Merleau-Ponty’s attention to structure, which he
more accurately calls infrastructure (and which has since created a minor
intellectual industry in France called le structuralisme), owes its existence to an
imaginative combining of Ferdinand Saussure’s linguistics with Husserl’s later
philosophy. Saussure had argued that “signs [words] do not signify anything, and
that each one of them does not so much express a meaning as mark a divergence
of meaning between itself and other signs.” In short, words are diacritical. Each
of the national languages, and by analogy each individual’s own idiom, is an
indirect language that refers not to objects but to a complex structure (“no
Platonic idea”) which is the total lived and organized reality of whoever uses the



language. Philosophy ought really to be a study of language—a point of view
one appreciates when one reads thinkers as different in aim as Heidegger, whose
work is an exploration of one German’s inner reality, Wittgenstein, or the Anglo-
American linguistic analysts. The study of language becomes a study in the
semiology (as C. S. Peirce called it) of a given society. It has been left to such
brilliant speculators as Roman Jakobson and Claude Lévi-Strauss to show how
linguistic structures correspond to kinship systems and to the regulating structure
of social exchange. Confronted with a phenomenon like magic, Merleau-Ponty
writes in Signs, the investigator must think his

way into the phenomenon, reading or deciphering it. And this reading always consists in grasping
the mode of exchange which is constituted between men through institutions, through the
connections and equivalences they establish, and through the systematic way in which they govern
the use of tools, manufactured or alimentary products, magical formulas, ornaments, chants,
dances, and mythical elements, as a given language governs the use of phonemes, morphemes,
vocabulary, and syntax. This social fact, which is no longer a massive reality, but an efficacious

system of symbols or network of symbolic values, is [in] ... the depths of the individual.

Spoken language is only one of a series of concentric circles that surround
man in society, for kinship systems, mythology (as Barthes and Lévi-Strauss
have shown), political ideas, even household objects are varieties of human
expression that correspond to each other and to language. A fully fledged culture
—fully situated, that is, in existence—has what Merleau-Ponty and Sartre call a
semantic thickness about it. (Here, phrases from linguistics are made to extend
beyond a narrowly linguistic frame of reference in order to accentuate the notion
that human society is a web of inner bonds.) Thickness suggests the density of
human experience felt not only spatially but temporally, the kind of “matter”
Henry James so eloquently bewailed the lack of in America when he wrote about
Hawthorne. Literature and culture, Merleau-Ponty says in Sense and Non-Sense,
are “defined as the progressive awareness of our multiple relationship with other
people and the world, rather than as extramundane techniques.” The individual
writer, he adds in The Primacy of Perception, “is himself a kind of new idiom,
constructing itself, inventing new ways of expression, or diversifying itself
according to its own meaning.” Roland Barthes’ book, Le degré zéro de
I’écriture, examines the degrees of difference possible for a writer in different
societies, and it is an interesting fact that in his later books he turns to semiology,
acknowledging his debts not only to Jakobson, Saussure, Lévi-Strauss, and
Peirce, but also to Merleau-Ponty.



Society, then, is a true labyrinth of incarnations, to use one of Merleau-
Ponty’s phrases from “Eye and Mind,” the richness of which it is possible to
suggest in written language. A “labyrinth” because of a complexity that has no
discernible end or beginning, and an “incarnation” because implicit gestural
language and outward expression are inseparable, united as man himself is in an
indissoluble bond between body and soul. Philosophy, as Merleau-Ponty learns it
from Husserl, holds together the human sciences, for it is

the taking over of cultural operations begun before our time and pursued in many different ways,
which we now “reanimate” and “reactivate” from the standpoint of our present. Philosophy lives
from this power of interesting ourselves in everything that has been and is attempted in the order of
knowledge and of life, and of finding a sharable sense in it, as if all things were present to us
through our present. The true place of philosophy is not time, in the sense of discontinuous time,
nor is it the eternal. It is rather the “living present” (lebendige Gegenwart)—that is, the present in

which the whole past, everything foreign, and the whole of the thinkable future are reanimated.

These words realize and clarify Vico’s in The New Science, where history and
culture are shown to be made by man and therefore the first subjects of scholarly
enterprise. Merleau-Ponty is linked to the great tradition of European radical
humanism in which, as he says in Sense and Non-Sense, man, not Prometheus or
Lucifer, is the hero.

Art is the human activity about which Merleau-Ponty speaks in terms of a
unique joy. He says in Sense and Non-Sense that “the joy of art lies in showing
how something takes on meaning—not by referring to already established and
acquired ideas but by the temporal and spatial arrangements of elements.”
Among human faculties, he attaches the greatest importance to sight, for he is
convinced that the major advances in art as well as philosophy are made when
man sees more of what is there. Like Ruskin’s work, whose program was to
show the relevance of seeing well to the spirit of his time, Merleau-Ponty’s
essays on film and on Cézanne distinguish the fundamental projects animating
the visual arts. In the work of a painter like Cézanne, art is “being present at the
fission of Being from the inside.” In his superb essay on “Cézanne’s Doubt”
(which with “Eye and Mind” puts Merleau-Ponty’s art criticism alongside
Malraux’s, Gombrich’s Illusion and Reality, and Rilke’s Rodin books), he treats
the most philosophic of painters as if Cézanne were a phenomenologist assisting,
in his work, at the very birth of meaning: “Cézanne simply expressed what they
[the faces and objects as he saw them] wanted to say.” Cézanne’s doubt is the
essential human difficulty—and Merleau-Ponty’s own—of living at and



acknowledging the point where so many opposites converge, where the meaning
of our reality is at once threatened and asserted: Now. “Essence and existence,
imaginary and real, visible and invisible—a painting mixes up all our categories
in laying out its oneiric universe of carnal essences, of effective likenesses, of
mute meanings.” The doubt, however, persists, and his final words on Cézanne
profoundly reflect on Merleau-Ponty’s own unfinished work, and that inherent
yet necessary incompleteness of all human endeavor which is the basis of
humanism:

Yet it was in the world that he had to realize his freedom with colors upon a canvas. It was on the
approval of others that he had to wait for the proof of his worth. That is the reason he questioned
the picture emerging beneath his hand, why he hung on the glances other people directed toward
his canvas. That is the reason he never finished working. We never get away from life. We never

see our ideas or our freedom face to face.

Notes
1. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception and Other Essays, ed. James M. Edie, trans. William
Cobb (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1964); Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Sense and Non-
Sense, trans. Hubert L. Dreyfus and Patricia Allen Dreyfus (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University
Press, 1964); Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Signs, trans. Richard C. McCleary (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern
University Press, 1964).
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Sense and Sensibility

E. D. Hirsch divides criticism into two moments, of which the first is
intuitive and deeply sympathetic, the second reflexive and logical. Presumably,
criticism as art and criticism as science. He focuses his own book, Validity in
Interpretation, exclusively on the second moment, although he seems unwilling
to note how the first moment always influences the second. Nevertheless, his
demand for a logical method for weighing evidence about verbal statements, and
a means to secure validity, is a fair one. What it involves is that the critic turn
himself on the work he criticizes, asking himself questions that will either
legitimize his statements about the work or, hopefully, correct them; in either
case, he makes himself aware of what he is doing. Works of literature, Hirsch
argues, have a meaning that is neither arbitrary nor changeable, and it is to his
great credit that he recognizes the vast difficulties of construing the meaning not
only of a work but of meaning itself. Consequently his book argues
painstakingly (and rather drily) for a very modest “hermeneutic,” in which
intention (in Husserl’s sense of the word) or meaning, as opposed to
significance, is common to every use of language. Even nonsense has meaning,
albeit nonsensical meaning. In literature, the broadest category of intention is
genre: each literary utterance belongs to a “type” that performs a definable task,
so that we can understand Paradise Lost because it is an epic which will always
fulfill specific social and historical expectations. Hirsch proposes little that is
more definite than this, for he is prudently hamstrung by a couple of limitations:
(1) “there are no general rules which are at once general and practical,” and (2)
there are “no rules for generating insights.” The rest of the time he spends in
useful groundwork: making distinctions between meaning and significance,
attacking relativism, generalizing about verbal meaning and probability.

Hirsch’s most interesting observation is that in criticism “to understand is to
understand as necessary.” I doubt that his modesty will let him associate this
remark made about the end of a critic’s logical job of work with Heidegger
writing about Holderlin. For his essays on the poet are, Heidegger says, his
method of showing how Holderlin is a “necessity of thought,” a series of actions



that are necessary for the mind to perform. Hirsch might characteristically
demand validation for such a project, yet when we read Poulet or Blackmur
validation is simply in the necessary beauty of their understanding of literature,
which to them is the crux of thought. Criticism is notorious for its imperialism,
carried out in the name of understanding: method swallowing work, argument
dividing to conquer and variety colonized into periods and “ages.” By contrast,
Poulet’s wish is to prolong literature in his criticism, Blackmur’s to reveal
literature taking, in Henry James’s phrase, from “the enormous lap of the
actual.” Criticism is therefore a way of living up to and living with literature.
Inner conversion rather than public quarrel. We may say that such criticism flies
too close to art, yet both are the more interesting for it, I think, and doubtless
criticism is less concerned with accuracy as a result. Fiction makes its own
canon of accuracy, however, to which Hirsch is too impervious, for even in
criticism there are two cultures.

One can solicit Heidegger only at the beginning of any appreciation of the
work of Blackmur and Poulet; their work is too richly distinctive, each in its own
way, each now almost an institution (without enough acclaim though), to herd
under a general rubric. That their criticism requires the attention we give art is of
course very debatable. Certainly except for a handful of fine essays, notably by
J. Hillis Miller on Poulet and by Joseph Frank and John Crowe Ransom on
Blackmur, most critics have not been convinced that such criticism requires
much attention. Furthermore, the idioms Blackmur and Poulet employ are
notoriously problematic. Neither man is given to strident polemic, nor to
“pieces” written with the left hand. Poulet’s criticism and, even though it is
misleadingly dumped in with New Ciriticism understood as explication,
Blackmur’s seem intensely to play to the reader’s imaginative awareness. For
theirs is an enterprise whose aim is nothing less than the reconstruction of
experience apprehended from the point of its origin to its incarnation in form, or
literature. So delicate an undertaking, which Blackmur has called bringing
literature to performance, supposes an ultimate talent for closeness to the
animating experience that goes into literature. Hillis Miller has spoken of
Poulet’s “quietistic” explorations into a writer’s consciousness, and Joseph Frank
of Blackmur’s sentences as “ideated sensations”: both styles reflect the care
taken in preserving a sense of literature as highly nuanced and as intimate as
possible. (Interestingly, Blackmur’s unique classroom mode, as described by
Arthur Gold, one of Blackmur’s Princeton students, was to demonstrate how one
becomes intimate with literature.) For all their differences then, Poulet and



Blackmur are virtuous in their devotion to a writer’s experience, and virtuosos in
their gift for handling and representing that experience.

The costs of such criticism are necessarily high. Blackmur irritates with his
hedging, his hidden ball play, as one critic called it, that neither wholly delivers a
point nor lets it go. His wit is gnarled and capricious, his continuity often a
mystery. Poulet’s tone suggests the voice of literature itself, as if each writer he
discusses is simply an idea momentarily illuminated by a cosmic consciousness.
Unkindly, a twentieth-century Circumlocution Office (Blackmur) and Monsieur
Teste (Poulet). Yet a price more than worth it. Blackmur’s aphorisms that
epitomize a writer’s energy, the special genius that combines “unconscious skills
of apprehension and gradual intimacy” with a deep immersion in the ways of
“bourgeois humanism,” the talent for theorizing that never loses its grip on the
“rich irregularity of things”; Poulet’s enormous tact in the choice of quotations,
his ability to describe a consciousness revealing itself to itself as “pure
instantaneousness,” the extraordinary working together in his essays of a
heedless abstraction with an almost shocking particularity. Neither plays what
Blackmur calls “the game of research.” And each reads literature like his
autobiography written at the time of happening.

It never will cease to amaze, I think, how it is that the closeness and intimacy
that Poulet and Blackmur convey can be so greatly different in tone. Poulet’s
books, of which The Metamorphoses of the Circle is only the third to be
translated, are always concerned with a theme—time, space, the circle—treated
in the work of a series of writers. The given writer’s initial moment of self-
consciousness, his Cartesian cogito, will imply the kind of interior life that he
will continue to lead thereafter: man is given only the instant, says Poulet in Le
Point de Départ (1964), and then the mind creates duration whose “true
direction is that which goes from the isolated instant to temporal continuity.”
Poulet’s method is to attribute measurable dimension to a writer’s style, which is
the writer’s consciousness translated into the duration of language. Hence Poulet
can study changes in interior space and time, changes in the cosmology of style
and consciousness, as evidence of the history of sensibility. In The
Metamorphoses of the Circle Poulet chooses the circle as a Kantian ding-an-sich,
its perfection and inviolability providing an aloof model for minds whose chief
purpose, Poulet claims, is to achieve plenitude, horizon, and centrality. (A recent
TLS review of Poulet’s work put him down sarcastically for these “fancy”
unrealities, but I do not find it hard to imagine that the mind can be interested,
even obsessively, in space and time.) Thus in eighteen chapters, four of which



examine whole periods and fourteen that explore individual writers, he enters
into contact with specific consciousness, a contact that is direct and which is
mediated only by the mind’s effort to see its own center and circumference. For
the circle—as Poulet shows in each chapter—is an image for understanding the
mind’s dialectical sense of its own existence: the center is mind’s identity, the
circumference its sequential progress through time, the area its way of inhabiting
space and the whole figure its final coherence.

Between the Middle Ages and the Baroque period consciousness passes from
an image of itself as the spherical analogy of God’s perfect circular wholeness to
an indulgent delight in the mind’s free concentration and expansion from circle
to circumference and back again. The eighteenth century, “a relativist century,”
feels thought as “pure sinuosity,” creating its own occasional centers like a series
of spider webs. Chapters on Rousseau, Lamartine, and the Romantics reveal the
mind’s gradual defensive withdrawal into a center whose strength is its
alienation from others, because in reaching beyond itself it discovers the hostility
of others—Rousseau—or insubstantiality—Lamartine. Brilliant chapters on
Balzac, Flaubert, Mallarmé, and James alternate with unsatisfyingly vague
essays on Nerval and Vigny. The triumph happens also to be the book’s longest
essay, on Amiel, the Swiss diarist. Here we discover the validation of Poulet’s
method, for nowhere more than in a writer whose concern is “pure
consciousness” can we see how clearly thought’s processes aspire to the
mathematical exactness of zero, point, circumference, and area. Despite the
awesome length of his diary (fifty thousand plus pages) Amiel becomes quite
literally the “brief abstract” of mind, an attenuated chronicle of interior history; a
man-made circle that compels, implicates, all other minds into its curves. Amiel,
I think, is Poulet’s archetype; every other chapter translates Amiel’s ascetic
exercises—Poulet reminds us that Amiel was singularly inept at “the dreary
intercourse” of everyday life—into a fuller, though less perfect, idiom of self-
consciousness.

Poulet asks us to believe that consciousness can be grasped as a pure texture,
as an irreducible medium. He deals only with a writer’s total oeuvre, rarely with
individual works. History is read as consciousness slowly filling itself out, like
some vast geometric pattern realizing itself in reality. It ought to be remarked
also how much Poulet’s general scheme of literary history adheres to our
conventional understanding of it, but even though he speaks of the medieval
sense of wholeness and of romantic alienation he gives us an uncannily precise
tracing of the figures in history’s carpet. God, presumably, is totality, the



fulfillment of which goes on apace. Behind, or underneath, all activity is the
desire for completion, and if Poulet’s quiet essays seem unconcerned with the
brute facts of existence it is because his criticism is an essentializing activity.
One may wish to disagree with him, but in the absence of everything but the
virtuality of consciousness the conflicts of ordinary experience, as we encounter
them in Edmund Wilson, say, or in Erich Auerbach, seem completely foreign.
For all its tremendous complexity Poulet’s work is like an Olympian daydream
(Coleridge’s phrase for Clarissa), its voice unvaryingly deliberate as it turns out
one author after another like emptied receptacles. His text is Maurice Blanchot’s
description of literature: “the experience whereby consciousness discovers its
being in its inability to lose consciousness.” With Poulet, in fine, we see what
Shelley meant when he referred to the “intense inane”; it is one of the mind’s
necessary poles, though its untempered fineness drives us in the other direction.
Blackmur is our best guide on that vacillating journey between Poulet’s
metaphysics and “what holds us, what keeps us, what moves us.” All of
Blackmur’s work can be viewed as an effort to grasp the rich variety of
experience as it bends and surges either toward form (thought) or toward pure
behavior (actuality). To discover the “deep, underlying form” in behavior is the
task of literature, specifically of fiction, and most specifically in the master
nineteenth-century novelists, of whom James was Blackmur’s spiritual mentor.
Whereas Poulet sees consciousness aspiring to the condition of mathematics,
Blackmur prefers to do his “sums” in criticism: his “digits,” as he called them,
are analysis, comparison, elucidation, and judgment. He is a lively abacus of all
our critical and imaginative skills. What quickens the pulse of Blackmur’s work
is a skepticism learned from Montaigne, what Blackmur called “having a
marginal mind for the play and interest of it,” which holds to a sense of radical
imperfection in both imagination and intellect. This is one reason, incidentally,
why Blackmur’s essays are fiendishly hard to write about. So shot through is his
work with provisionality that statement about his work is virtually
misrepresentation. The value of Blackmur is in the reading of his Tory anarchy.
The irony is that Blackmur is almost always talking about, and attempting,
representation. A Primer of Ignorance, a selection of essays culled by Frank out
of Blackmur’s writing between 1943 and 1959, is the representation of
Blackmur’s intimacy, “the sense of which is the only primer of [our, his]
ignorance.” Intimacy, first of all, with Anni Mirabiles, the literature of 1921-
1925: with the sensuality of its poetry, with the absence in it of “predictive
form,” and the lack in it of a recognizable principle of composition. The writers



he deals with are fully appropriated by his sensibility, and certainly his knack for
inventing quirky, yet superb, titles for his essays and unparalleled epitomes for
his authors is a sign of how assimilated modern literature had become to his
idiom. In subsequent essays he plays with problems of the intellect and
imagination in modern society (the logos in the catacomb) and with the
prevailing symptoms of the American pathology. Henry Adams and Henry
James are poignant witnesses to the “expense of greatness” in America.

The concluding paragraph of Blackmur’s warm essay on Allan Tate shows
Blackmur at his generous, and epitomizing, best. There the achievement of a
man of letters “unwilling to surrender his intelligence or his sense of the human
condition as its chief regular informing agent,” is turned into a symphony of
interweaving themes associated with Tate’s work. What especially characterizes
the passage (which is far too long to quote) is Blackmur’s use of “terms,” words
that are the focus of Blackmur’s criticism and the gestures of his mind: they fix
the contours of his reason and imagination even as they describe the object (in
this case Tate) of his critique. For, he wrote in “My Ciritical Perspective,”
published in Japan in 1959 and not found in the present volume,

intellectual formulation is the great convenience for ordering the experience of the mind, and the
cause of the imperfections of the mind and even greater convenience for stepping in the guise of
generalization or hypothesis when there is not enough experience to go around; which is how you
lead from the known to the unknown in any field, I suppose. Or again, if either art or criticism, if
either imagination or intellect, were relatively perfect, we should have no trouble and no problem

and the staring inadequacies of either in respect to the other would long since have disappeared.

The staring inadequacies of imagination in respect to intellect secure
Blackmur’s terms: they appear then to belong inevitably together. To theorizing
intellect belong administration, convention, formulation, and bourgeois
humanism(defined as “the treasure of residual reason in live relation to the
madness of the senses”); to representative imagination belong the faculties of
“incarnating” the madness of the senses, “the lap of the actual,” the “under-
momentum” of life that gives gesture to language. Action is common to both
reason and imagination, and in art each ought to borrow from the other.
Technique is imagination aspiring to reason; form is reason aspiring to
imagination. Knowledge is “a fall from the paradise of undifferentiated
sensation.” The two sets of terms dance together in A Primer of Ignorance, each
set “radically imperfect” alone, and Blackmur choreographs them ambitiously to
embrace literature, politics, society. He notes, for example, the tendency of



Americans to use technique so well as to leave out the informing subject—this in
connection with his impressions of American ballet. Yet this tendency seems
designed to counter the force in twentieth-century letters that gives precedence
to thought arising out of the senses, rather than to thought out of the reason.
Thus one set of terms—those related to the representative imagination—rebel,
and instead of seeking their control in reason, look to their own activity for
control. Poetry in the twentieth century becomes an irregular metaphysics, and
subsequently a secret craft, the novel a “technique of trouble” and sciences like
psychology “mistake the conditions of our struggle for its object.” Conversely,
political agencies administer without governing, and society becomes a
catacomb without spirit. History is a creative lie. The intellectual, like Adams,
finds intellectual “harmony” in the twelfth-century world; the artist, James, is
lost in “the country of the blue,” for which there is no equivalent in reason.
Artist and intellectual are makers of rival creations.

Alone, reason constricts; alone, imagination is chaos. On the one hand,
prison, on the other, “painful unlearning” and “a special kind of illiteracy.” So
regular is Blackmur’s sense of provisionality, however, that even in the supreme
partnership of art the two generate more uncertainty. Even if in his essays one
feels that intelligible terms tend finally to dissolve like sugar in hot tea,
Blackmur himself survives the momentary sense of his terms. He quotes
Ophelia’s “To have seen what I have seen, see what I see” with special
pertinence: art rises beyond intelligibility into a kind of stunned, yet clear,
awareness. This is why two of Blackmur’s favorite sayings are Croce’s “art gives
theoretic form to our feelings,” and Maritain’s “art bitten by poetry longs to be
freed from the control of the reason.” What else is this but art acting as reason
(Croce) and art acting as imagination (Maritain)? And when in his essays he
works the two maxims together, it is criticism behaving like art. Between them
then Poulet and Blackmur show us life translated into literature. One, life’s
resolution into a book of world consciousness, fully immanent and always
moving toward certain realization; the other, life’s irresolution in essays that
mock realization and represent the stutters of our imperfections. James said that
the house of fiction has many windows, to which we add that criticism has many
eyes with which to see; its unique poignancy is that criticism sees from this side
of fiction, though in reading Blackmur and Poulet we cannot often be sure.



3

Amateur of the Insoluble

Writing was the first human activity to acquire a more or less permanent
chronicle of its history. During the past century and a half, when all other human
functions—psychological, biological, political, social, economic, cultural—were
submitted to the austere revisions that transformed them into their own antitypes,
writing alone escaped. For if it was not the instrument of critique, it was at least
its absolute bearer. With everything else around it rethought and rewritten,
writing now seems to be undergoing its own revolution from within, largely
because it has the leisure, as well as the loneliness, to be freed of other business.
The newest knowledges have not fully availed themselves of linear script: this is
especially true in physics, mathematics and biology, even in linguistics. Modern
literature has converted a dependence on writing into a method for isolating
writing from what is natural, forcing it consequently to be haunted by problems
that challenge its legitimacy, its intelligibility, and especially its continuity.
Literally understood, the radical movement in literature and philosophy makes of
writing an acquired mannerism whose performance, whose characteristic
gesture, is based on the desire to leave the page for the healthier spaces of “life,”
the desire not to be written. The difficulty of poets like Mallarmé and Eliot, for
instance, is that their writing does not want to be a text. Our fury as readers is
that we watch words that wish not to be on a page, or words that want to be read
before their appearance on the page, or words that happen to be on a page. Self-
repugnance, originality, and chance—these are the signs by which writing
reveals how it has turned on itself.

Writing therefore is a visible, but dissatisfied, barrier between language as a
totality, and speech: this is perhaps a minimum description. The genres, like
poetry, drama, fiction, are prior dreams, but only the essay (strictly speaking, an
attempt) can be realized with the slenderest and the most naive projection: the
essential grammatological hope of inscribing words on a page. The poet wants a
poem; the essayist merely sets out to write an essay, and if he manages the least
discourse he need not necessarily have succeeded, but he will have tried: hence
his essay, whereas the poet cannot safely say whether he made the poem he



wanted. In The Soul and Its Forms, the obscure, proleptic book that inaugurates
Lukacs’ philosophical career, he reflects that in the essay its form becomes its
fate, yet since the essay’s form is basically an idea of hesitating trial and of
provocation, rather than of completed achievement, there is no fate in the essay.
Plato, according to Lukacs, is the primal essayist, and the form of his work is
Socrates’ life, which is not a tragic one crowned with a true end, but an ironic
life terminated by arbitrary intrusion. The center of the Platonic essay is the Idea:
anterior to any of its manifestations, abstract, colorless, without extension,
ungraspable. For the modern essayist, however, I think there is only the idea of
writing itself, at best a biography of fading traces of thought, at worst a
problematic stimulant to thought.

Along with only one other of the forms of writing the essay can afford to
make no concessions to narrative description—it has no image in mind but itself
—and to forsake what Hopkins called pitch, or utterly faithful accuracy, in the
interests of play. Montaigne comes to mind immediately, also Oscar Wilde. In
the modern perspective their essays are expatriations from things (as Wilde has
one of his characters say, “things exist only to be argued about”) and
explorations in a language whose written version surprises by its wit, invention,
sheer novelty. Writing, in other words, that delights in the mere fact of its being
written cleverly, as if by a child first learning to scratch words on a page, seeing
them as pretty and strangely meaningful bursts of script that transgress the
unrelieved blankness of the paper. The epigram and the aphorism in the essay are
what characters are to a play, or what philology is to literature. The subject of the
essay does not exist beforehand, and neither does the subject go on existing after
it—the subject is neither predictive nor prolonged beyond the essay, yet the
subject is a choice made, as E. M. Cioran puts it, for “a break with the quietude
of Unity.” Thus some of his own essays, collected and translated under a title
(The Temptation to Exist)l that preserves the essay’s primitive hesitancy,
“advance, dissociated from [their own] footsteps,” and what they undertake is to
give “knowledge without information.” Cioran’s project in writing coexists
admirably with what he calls “the essential tendency of the modern mind”: “to
pulverize the acquired.”

Such a project does not of course enhance the coherence of Cioran’s work.
Nevertheless, he is an exquisitely intelligible writer who “prowls around the
Absolute,” preferring what he calls the fragility of subtlety to wholehearted
sincerity that might obscure the very finest points. He cannot really be read
consecutively, since his prose (to which Yeats’s image of a fly struggling in



marmalade is very suited) accomplishes turn after turn of dense thought that
seems always to leave the reader elsewhere. Yet the vigilance of his writing is an
expression of his, and his writing’s, consciousness, and that is explicitly based
on self-hatred. For what is the pulverization of the acquired but a desire to
destroy the closest and the most intimate of our gained possessions, the self? “It
is from self-hatred that consciousness emerges, hence it is in self-hatred that we
must seek the point of departure of the human phenomenon. I hate myself: I am
absolutely a man.” When he charges us “to become a source, an origin, a starting
point ... to multiply by all means our cosmogonic moments,” he urges us to
convert our misanthropy into energy, and into spectacle. A desire consequently
to be interesting is saturated with hatred, although interest is productive.
Cioran’s characteristic idiom then forges together consciousness (which includes
being interesting, and hating it) with the production of thought and prose (which
includes a wish to pulverize, and the means to work that end). As a form of
provocation his writing deposits the reader into amaelstrom of discomforts. Here
is an image from an essay (“The Evil Demiurge”), which appeared in the
Summer 1967 issue of the Hudson Review, that analogically turns back on the
prose that delivers it: “We find it inadmissible that a god, or for that matter a
man, could issue from a round of gymnastics consummated by a groan.”

Cioran is peculiar enough to be a case, but not an example. His pages are
dotted with impossible words like abulia, presbyopic, succedanea, aporia,
mirific, obnubilation, incivism. Development, for example, is foreign to him, just
as he is studiously foreign, actually and metaphysically, in everything he does.
He is a Rumanian who writes French which, in Richard Howard’s translation,
comes over in English with very much the same jerky intellectual queerness. The
essays that have been published over the past five years in the Hudson Review
(translated by Marthiel Mathews and Frederick Brown) emerged from other
collections, but bearing the same marks of what Cioran calls the hybrid
intellectual: a talent for “voyeurism of the void,” the incapacity to emulate
Eastern or mystical abstraction, the distraction that keeps his rages from final
nihilism. He has written on Joseph de Maistre, Machiavelli, utopias, but above
all on decomposition. Most of all, he thinks, he suffers from the inability “to take
place.” Like Rameau’s nephew he sees the world, and his writing therefore acts
out, a series of positions taken—but only for a short while. Then he abandons
them all since “meaning,” he avers, “is beginning to date.” Inescapably the
predicament returns him to an awareness of the impasse of writing itself:



If today’s artist takes refuge in obscurity, it is because he can no longer create with what he knows.
The extent of his information has turned him into a commentator, an Aristarchus without illusions.
To safeguard his originality he has no recourse save an excursion into the unintelligible. He will
therefore abandon the facts inflicted on him by an erudite and barren age. If he is a poet, he
discovers that none of his words, in its legitimate acceptation, has a future; if he wants them to be
viable, he must fracture their meaning, court impropriety. In the world of Letters as a whole, we are
witnessing the capitulation of the Word which, curiously enough, is even more exhausted than we
are. Let us follow the descending curve of its vitality, surrender to its degree of overwork and
decrepitude, espouse the process of its agony. Paradoxically, it was never so free before; its
submission is its triumph: emancipated from reality, from experience, it indulges in the final luxury

of no longer expressing anything except the ambiguity of its own action.

Such a view of language makes it rather difficult to summarize systematically
Cioran’s own thought, although he is plainly a man of very strong dislikes,
which include himself, other writers, and the novel preeminently. His attacks on
Christianity, and on St. Paul in particular, are unlike Nietzsche’s in that, first of
all, they see the religion only as a bundle of depressing contradictions and,
second of all, they cannot forgive Christianity for being passé. For Cioran,
however, the premise of his withering criticism is not as it was for Marx in the
criticism of religion, but rather in the attack upon time and history. Here Cioran
rejoins the radical critique of writing of which I spoke earlier. For writing is a
moving image of time: every word and letter is an addition to previous writing
just as—to force the parallel a little closer—every moment adds to the prior sum.
Whether as writer or as man, the urge to add to, which Cioran identifies as the
demiurge in man, is a disease, the result “of centuries of attention to time”:

Instead of letting it erode us gradually, we decided to go time one better, to add to its moments our
own. This new time grafted onto the old one, this time elaborated and projected, soon revealed its
virulence: objectivized, it became history, a monster we have called up against ourselves, a fatality

we cannot escape, even by recourse to the formulas of passivity, the recipes of wisdom.

In whatever we do, or write, we are acting against ourselves by remembering,
rewriting (though digressively) the tired script of history. Thus “when a writer’s
gifts are exhausted, it is the ineptitude of a spiritual director that comes to fill the
blanks of his inspiration.” Such a man then is “a spoiler suspended between
speech and silence.” Most writing is fraudulent, a mask for the void behind it,
and the novelist, because his fictions are the most exorbitant, is “an archeologist
of absence.”



The greatest justice that can be done Cioran is to apply these strictures to his
own writings, to let his thought think against itself. His relish for extreme
statement, as I suggested earlier, is always indulged; one statement first
animates, then precipitates steps toward a new statement, equally extreme—this
is what Cioran himself calls “the idolatry of becoming.” The essays are a
biography of movements, in the way that an oscillograph conveys a version of
music that is not the music itself. To be “up against itself at last,” as he claims
his work to be, means that Cioran’s essays instead toss about at a remove from
everything they attempt to touch. He puts it very well:

We breathe too fast to be able to grasp things in themselves or to expose their fragility. Our
painting postulates and distorts them, creates and disfigures them, and binds us to them. I bestir
myself, therefore I emit a world as suspect as my speculation which justifies it; I espouse
movement, which changes me into a generator of being, into an artisan of fictions, while my
cosmogonic verve makes me forget that, led on by the whirlwind of acts, I am nothing but an

acolyte of time, an agent of decrepit universes.

A victim of its own temporal fixation, Cioran’s writing is reduced to a
particularly energetic variety of what Roland Barthes has called writing at the
zero degree.

I find it difficult therefore to agree with Susan Sontag (who has provided a set
of valiant, but not always pertinent, notes as an introduction) when she claims
Cioran for the tradition of Novalis, Rilke, and Kafka. On the contrary, he seems
a mocking ghost of all traditions, which in effect means that he mocks all writing
in some of the same ways that Jacques Derrida, for example, has closed the
world of writing by treating it as mere writing. Even less—and here Sontag
curiously implies this while stating the opposite—does Cioran resemble John
Cage, for whom a kind of joyous freedom, jouissance, underlies every one of his
efforts in either prose, music, or silence. Cioran, by his own admission, is “a
fanatic without convictions,” firmly, even hysterically, committed to the
amateurism of the insoluble. His prose is perfect for what it does, and it is airless
as well: like the Europe he characterizes mercilessly, the prose becomes more
interesting as it masters the art of surviving itself. His highest praise is bestowed
on the Jews, for they, he thinks, have always represented what in a sense his
writing wishes to accomplish, “failure on the move.”

Cioran is to the essay what Borges, I think, is to fiction. That is, when we
read both writers we are constantly in the presence of the mask and of the
apocryphal utterance, one undercutting the other, and so on until we are tired out



by the unceasing game. Borges’ fable and what Cioran calls “abstract
autobiography” are pretexts by which, as Cioran goes on to say, the writer “can
continue to cry out: ‘Anything, except my truths!’” We might call this the
insomniac stage of writing, and were it not for the preservation of ironic hauteur,
the stage seems a needless punishment. Yet the sustained pose of such a style—
detached from and yet thoroughly implicated in its revulsions—gives one pause.
For after all writing has triumphed, with

the universe reduced to the articulations of the sentence, prose as the unique reality, the word self-
absorbed, emancipated from the object and from the world: a sonority-in-itself, cut off from the

exterior, the tragic ipseity of a language bound to its own finitude.

Notes
1. E. M. Cioran, The Temptation to Exist, trans. Richard Howard, intro. Susan Sontag (Chicago: Quadrangle
Books, 1968).



4

A Standing Civil War

Twenty years ago it appeared to Roger Stéphane in his Portrait de
I’aventurier that men like T. E. Lawrence, André Malraux, and Ernst von
Salomon were of a type now neither possible nor effective in a world given over
entirely to large collectivities. The solitary adventurer who incarnated and
performed a private metaphysic of action had been succeeded by the political
militant. In his Preface to Stéphane’s book Sartre took issue with this view,
refusing to believe, he said, in the dichotomy of the subordinate militant and the
egoistical adventurer. True, there could be no more Lawrences. But the
contemporary militant had to summon the adventurer’s virtues to the political
task by connecting in his person what Sartre called “constituted” reason (a
political goal formulated into discipline by a Party) with dynamic “constituting”
reason (self-conscious, self-critical, even negative human activity). This, Sartre
admitted, was a vicious circle; yet, he went on to conclude, even as one force
seemingly cancelled out the other, man emerged, and this emergence makes as
well as dignifies the human as no simple role can.

As a forecast of the revolutionary-adventurer like Che or Régis Debray, this
formula is interesting, at least as it murkily concedes that politics somehow is
not all. There is an almost intransigent human residue left after the political role
is filled, and the persistence of this mysterious, attractive quality still grips the
imagination: this is true of Che and Debray. Nevertheless, with such men it is for
the most part possible to reconcile the abiding charisma with a very definite
political position taken and sacrificed for. So in some way an adventurer’s spirit
is required for a militant program of the sort they advocated. In the case of
Lawrence, however, what has now become abundantly, even bewilderingly, clear
is how great the disparity was between his extraordinary human means, whether
exercised or not, and the ends they appeared to serve. With Lawrence the great
question is, what was he about; since no definite aim seems to have been his
from start to finish except perhaps the cultivation, and subsequent stalemating
within himself, of a variety of contradictory gifts. The life-adventure was, to use
Sartre’s term, entirely “constituting,” although without a constituted resolution.



In a series of profound letters to Lionel Curtis in the spring of 1923 Lawrence
proved, he said, that man was “a civil war”; the “end of this,” he continued, “is
that man, or mankind, being organic, a natural growth, is unteachable.”
Elsewhere Lawrence made the metaphor more personal: he himself was “a
standing civil war”; and when in Too True to be Good Shaw called a character
based on Lawrence Private Napoleon Alexander Trotsky Meek, the name alone
was meant to convey Shaw’s perception that his model contained forces in
nearly desperate contradiction to one another. No wonder Lawrence took the
strange view that “conscience in healthy men is a balanced sadism.”

To say, in Irving Howe’s vulgar description, that Lawrence had “a load on his
mind” is to cheapen what makes him truly interesting. Lawrence’s was a case of
vital forces in conflict with themselves, not of a heavy philosophy weighing
down a life. He is the best example I know of a special but extreme form of life:
the decentered one. Within himself Lawrence assembled tendencies that were
highly developed, but he seemed unable to make one permanently dominant over
and central to the others. This is one reason why E. M. Forster calls him a “joy
for experts”—psychological, political, moral, biographical, or literary—all
trying to find what central thing explains him. In attempting to discover and fix
him in some place, if only a conceptual one, the experts have missed, I think,
what Forster so sensitively noted about Lawrence when Lawrence was at his
most accessible, in the cottage he owned at Cloud’s Hill. There Lawrence could
“reject intimacy without impairing affection”:

I don’t know whether I’m at all conveying in these remarks the atmosphere of the place—the happy
casualness of it; and the feeling that no one particularly owned it. T. E. had the power of
distributing the sense of the possession among all the friends who came there. When Thomas
Hardy turned up, for instance, as he did one sunny afternoon, he seemed to come on a visit to us all,
and not especially to see his host. Thomas Hardy and Mrs. Hardy came up the narrow stairway into
the little brown room and there they were—the guests of us all. To think of Cloud’s Hill as T. E.’s
home is to get the wrong idea of it. It wasn’t his home, it was rather his pied-a-terre, the place

where his feet touched the earth for a moment, and found rest.

In each of the different activities he practiced Lawrence could devise a pied-a-
terre for himself. One of the strongest impressions that his Letters give is how
great his skill was at seeming to inhabit a field of endeavor. We see him writing
as the professional Arabist, the revolutionary, the intelligence expert, the
imperialist politician, the classical archeologist, the classical scholar, the military
tactician and administrator, the social critic, the literary critic, the historian, and



above all the writer haunted by his own writing—in each of these he found a
pied-a-terre, and yet in no one did he completely rest and in no one did he
completely take possession. R. P. Blackmur goes so far as to say that “Lawrence
never produced a character, not even his own.”

One way of dealing with the problem that I raised above (what was Lawrence
about?) is to try to decide where Lawrence as a phenomenon took place. The
latest such effort ingenuously gives away its mission in its titlel—as if to suggest
that there, in his secret lives, Lawrence can be pinned down—and after
“revealing” in a styleless prose a series of often sensational secrets (most of
them hinted at, and even exposed, in other works on Lawrence), concludes
pointlessly by quoting his epitaph. In many ways Knightley and Simpson (young
though they are) are the culmination of almost fifty years of playing the
Lawrence-hunting game. In their instance, however, the redoubtable research
services of the London Sunday Times were placed at their disposal: no stone left
unturned, documents here printed for the first time, interviews conducted in far-
away places. The journalistic clichés of self-congratulation, problem solving,
and relentless sleuthing are legion. But as psychologists of Lawrence, or as
literary critics, they don’t—I must borrow Leavis’s stern evaluation of C. P.
Snow—>begin to exist. Their politics, too, must be as baffling to themas they are
tome.

What have they really contributed? Two things: one, a view of the precise
extent to which Lawrence was enmeshed in a series of imperial dealings and
double-dealings with the Near East, and two, the description of an elaborate
ritual of flagellation devised by Lawrence shortly after he had extricated himself
from the Arabian adventures. The first contribution amply documents the
hypocrisy, arrogance, and cynicism of the European powers when dealing with
the “brown dominion”: as a background to the daily catastrophe enacted in the
Near East today the British and French connivances told by the authors filled me
with helpless rage. What they simply report, they do well. As to the exact nature
of and motive for Lawrence’s role, we are left unsatisfied. At first an imperialist,
trained by D. G. Hogarth at Oxford on war games and military scholarship, he
was a member of the imperialist version of the Cambridge Apostles. As tactician
and go-between during the Anglo-Arab alliance that began in 1916, he played a
crucially important role. (There is a dissenting Arab version, most persuasively
set forth in Suleiman Mousa’s T. E. Lawrence: An Arab View, Oxford, 1967, that
depicts Lawrence as Richard Aldington did—as a liar and a subtle braggart.) The
point to be made firmly is that Lawrence was useful in getting the Arabs to a



position where they could be nationally identified and then pushed around by the
Franco-British entente. By then, however, Lawrence had characteristically
foresworn the whole business: that conclusion, or resolution, to his work he
could not tolerate. In reality Lawrence had no politics to speak of: he did have an
incredibly exact sense of places and persons, in particular Arabia and the Arabs.
More than that, he hated the French irrationally, and apprehended vague,
unsettling forces around him. But when it came to the meaning of his work with
the Arabs—after it was all over—he could only summarize imaginatively. He
put it in this way in the suppressed opening chapter of The Seven Pillars of
Wisdom:

In these pages the history is not of the Arab movement, but of me in it. It is a narrative of daily life,
mean happenings, little people. Here are no lessons for the world, no disclosures to shock peoples.
It is filled with trivial things, partly that no one mistake for history the bones from which some day
a man may make history, and partly for the pleasure it gave me to recall the fellowship of the
revolt. We were fond together, because of the sweep of the open places, the taste of wide winds, the
sunlight, and the hopes in which we worked. The morning freshness of the world-to-be intoxicated
us. We were wrought up with ideas inexpressible and vaporous, but to be fought for. We lived many
lives in those whirling campaigns, never sparing ourselves; yet when we achieved and the new
world dawned, the old men came out again and took our victory to re-make in the likeness of the
former world they knew. Youth could win, but had not learned to keep: and was pitiably weak
against age. We stammered that we had worked for a new heaven and a new earth, and they

thanked us kindly and made their peace.

After having been in the midst of the whole imbroglio Lawrence was
contented with whatever arrangements Churchill (then Colonial Secretary)
made. The Arabs were driven out of Damascus by the French, Iraq and
Transjordan were created and endowed upon Feisal and Abdullah respectively,
and the ambiguously promised Palestine held in mandate by the British.
Nowhere do Knightley and Simpson imply, as they should have, that Lawrence’s
failure of impulse, his almost hysterical retreat from schemes he concocted (like
the one involving the Arabs and the Zionists, who were to supply money at 6
percent) was rooted in his congenital desire to remain always the lonely
exception to all plans and men and customs. Here is the pattern in two sentences
from The Seven Pillars: “I had learned to eat much one time; then to go two,
three, or four days without food; and after to over eat. I made it a rule to avoid
rules in food; and by a course of exceptions accustomed myself to no custom at
all.” Nor can one account for this circuit of self-foiling (“I accustomed myself to



no custom at all”) as due simply to the exigencies of desert warfare. Lawrence
wrote the following in a letter of 1923:

I consume the day (and myself) brooding, and making phrases and reading and thinking again,
galloping mentally down twenty divergent roads at once, as apart and alone as in Barton Street in
my attic. I sleep less than ever, for the quietness of night imposes thinking on me: I eat breakfast
only, and refuse every possible distraction and employment and exercise. When my mood gets too
hot and I find myself wandering beyond control I pull out my motor-bike and hurl it top-speed
through these unfit roads for hour after hour. My nerves are jaded and gone near dead, so that
nothing less than hours of voluntary danger will prick them into life: and the “life” they reach then

is a melancholy joy at risking something worth exactly 2/9 a day.

The unceasing inner ferment of his later life had developed from his young
man’s habit of doing remarkable, unexplained things. He rode bicycles uphill
and walked them downhill, he would not eat anything on certain days, he learned
how to read a newspaper upside down, he knew more (and showed it) about
certain subjects than anyone else. He could draw forth compliments of the
highest sort from professionals (Liddell Hart compared Lawrence with
Marlborough as a brilliant soldier, Lord Wavell said that no one knew more
about military history than Lawrence, Churchill acknowledged Lawrence as a
very great man, Shaw and E. M. Forster were enthusiastic admirers of his
writing) without ever turning himself into a professional.

To some of his friends he admitted that after becoming so terribly famous as a
Prince of Mecca a deeper disquiet took him over utterly. This is apparent during
the course of The Seven Pillars, in which as narrator and prime mover, Lawrence
becomes narrator and actor slowly being destroyed by a sense of consuming
deceit. He describes, in the book’s most notorious chapter, how after being
captured by the Turks at Deraa he was forced to submit to torture and rape, as if
in punishment for the game he was playing. Knightley and Simpson go over the
incident meticulously: was Lawrence, as he admitted to Charlotte Shaw, really
buggered? They cannot be sure, but there is no doubt that Lawrence acted later
as if he had lost what he called his “bodily integrity.” The weird arrangement he
made with a young Scotsman, John Bruce, to have himself periodically beaten
according to orders given by a mysterious Old Man (an invention) ran
concurrently with the “mind-suicide” he devised for himself by enrolling in the
ranks first of the RAF, then the Tank Corps, then finally the RAF again.
Knightley and Simpson are scarcely equipped to do more than tell this story in
gross narrative sequence, this story of inner ravagement. They construct a



plausible scheme whereby Lawrence subordinated himself to various admired
individuals during different periods of his life, but the scheme still does not
explain his psychology. For his mode of experience was as much trial by ordeal
as it was submission to authority; and overriding both was determined
eccentricity. He seemed fascinated by irregulars like Roger Casement, and
planned The Seven Pillars as a “titanic” book, i.e., big and thoroughly
exceptional. He made three or four strong emotional attachments during his life,
to a young Arab (probably the S. A. to whom The Seven Pillars was dedicated in
a cryptic poem), to D. G. Hogarth, and then to Charlotte Shaw (Mrs. G. B. S.),
but all of them were of course incapable of development.

One fact about Lawrence has always to be dealt with: his illegitimacy. No
critic has ever disputed that as a young boy Lawrence found out that his parents
were unmarried, and all have gone on to assume that the discovery wounded him
permanently. Knightley and Simpson hedge their ideas about this with some
reservations, but in the main they concur. In an otherwise perceptive paper on
Lawrence, the Boston psychiatrist John E. Mack (The American Journal of
Psychiatry, February 8, 1969) suggests that the “profound impact” of his
illegitimacy on the young Lawrence was in the main detrimental. Mack does not
go far enough, I think. It was the very essence of Lawrence’s self to transform
this primal weakness into the basis of his deliberate singularity. We can assume
that he was shocked at the discovery, but what he did with the discovery—
obviously a revelation to him of something that weakened him psychically (not
socially as Mack says)—was to convert it into a strength. An illegitimate son is
in everything but legal and religious status a real son: every bit of evidence that
Mack gives portrays the relation between Lawrence and his mother as a very
strong one. Lawrence felt her to be “rather wonderful: but very exciting.” Yet he
resented, and in fact prevented, her invasion of his integrity. Two things emerge
then: a sense of isolation and strength, and second, a gift for extracting from
others (initially from his mother) the devotion he deserved as if he were a
regular, that is a legitimate, object of devotion. The two are inter-connected, for
isolation is enforced by illegitimacy, and strength that only lends itself
provisionally to either a cause or a person can develop independent of permanent
ties. The tie especially to be avoided was the maternal one and all its analogues:
that is, any tie that would make Lawrence appear as anything but self-born, self-
originating. In relation to his family, to his country, to the Arabs, to most of his
friends, this is exactly the way Lawrence stood: strong, alone, and only as if one
of them.



It is very difficult to carry off that sort of attitude in one’s work as a writer.
The ties between an author and his writing are definite (he is the final authority,
no matter what the fiction). Lawrence’s complex relations to his writing
ultimately centered around the extent to which he did well as an author, the
extent to which he was able to translate “the everlasting effort to write” into the
best prose. The fastidiousness of his care was astonishing, rivalling that of
Flaubert or James; and the prose itself is nothing if not worked and re-worked,
sometimes into a terrifying density. Even so he often masked his care in the as-if
technique of his personal life. On August 23, 1922, he shrugged himself off to
Edward Garnett:

Don’t call me an artist. I said I’d like to be, and that book The Seven Pillars is my effort in the
manner of an artist: as my war was a decent imitation of soldiering, and my politics chimed well
with the notes of politicians. These are all good frauds, and I don’t want you to decorate me, for art,

over the book in which I explode my legend as man-of-war and statesman!

He was more candid ten years later in a letter to Ernest Altounyan:

Writing has been my inmost self all my life, and I can never put my full strength into anything else.
Yet the same force, I know, put into action upon material things would move them, make me
famous and effective. The everlasting effort to write is like trying to fight a feather-bed. In letters

there is no room for strength.

And at a late moment (Chapter 99) in The Seven Pillars he says the following:

It was a hard task for me to straddle feeling and action. I had had one craving all my life—for the
power of self-expression in some imaginative form—but had been too diffuse ever to acquire a
technique. At last accident, with perverted humour, in casting me as a man of action had given me a
place in the Arab revolt, a theme ready and epic to a direct eye and hand, thus offering me an outlet

in literature, the technique-less art. Whereupon I became excited only over mechanism.

What attracted Lawrence to the act of writing was what paradoxically frustrated
him, although he was able to recognize how perfectly writing itself, viewed
either as tight order, as mechanism, or as having no conclusive force over things,
was an analogy for his own personality. The author assumes a voice and a
manner that will give him command over his matter only as long as he does not
doubt his own authority. When in The Seven Pillars Lawrence begins to be
primarily conscious of playing a part, of being just an agent, with the Arabs—
from that moment he becomes an unwilling transcriber of events. The capture at



Deraa exposes his masquerade, and he is punished for it. From then on the
author is the victim of his writing, a project, like the Arab revolt, which must be
completed despite his efforts to withdraw. Lawrence’s failure as a sincere man is
balanced by a fanatical sincerity in rendering his own hypocrisy. In short, a
standing civil war.

Lawrence’s two main works, The Seven Pillars of Wisdom (1922) and The
Mint (1936), are stages in his consciousness of this process. In the first book he
is the builder of a movement and the architect of a war: when Damascus is
liberated the “house is completed.” During the work, however, Lawrence
discovers that what he is building is a monument to betrayed hopes (from the
Arab viewpoint), and a structure of hypocrisy (his own). That he completes the
work at all reveals to him how wedded he is to an effort that dooms him
completely to surviving as a triumph of inauthenticity. “For him,” André
Malraux writes, “art insensibly supplanted action. The Arab epic became in his
mind the medium for a grandiose expression of human emptiness.”? In the next
work, which corresponds to the last part of his life, Lawrence has given himself
up entirely to a machine that mints replicas; his role is no longer that of author-
initiator, but of author transformed into common coin. The two books together
then portray the destiny of an exceptional individuality, committed
simultaneously to its own subjection and to a unique record of that subjection.

The gradually filled out account of Lawrence’s life that we get in books such
as Knightley and Simpson’s is not, I think, going to make the man’s special
psychology become more accessible. In the end Lawrence’s mind took writing as
its province, there to begin, to flourish for a while, and die. Or, as he once said,
to represent “the truth behind Freud.” For in writing, exceptionality—
Lawrence’s goal-—can be maintained even as normal human ties and relations
(even those between a man and himself) dissolve. It was Lawrence’s human
tragedy that his exceptionality formed itself into a circle of pitiless antitheses,
barely held in check by the desire to articulate them in prose. Again Malraux:

The subject of the book he believed he was writing had become the struggle of a being lashed
without mercy by the scorn which he felt for certain appeals of his own nature, by a fatality
acknowledged, with terrible humiliation, as a permanent failure of his will,—against the passionate
resolution of this same being to kill his demon with great conquering strokes of lucidity. I wrote my

will across the sky in stars ...

Lawrence will not endure as guerrilla fighter, political militant, or even



psychological oddity. But as a writer for whom writing replaced character with a
dynamic of ceaseless and self-nullifying activity, he will remain exemplary. The
body was held in contempt (“I have wished myself to know that any deliberate
exercise of display of the body is prostitution; our created shapes being only our
accidents until by taking pleasure or pains in them we make them our fault”), the
mind was rebellious in an originality that admitted no progenitor. His final
province, “the processes of air,” overcame even his personality, until he could
write from isolation into a fellowship as intimate as it was distant:

We race over in the first dawn to the College’s translucent swimming pool, and dive into the elastic
water which fits our bodies closely as a skin:—and we belong to that too. Everywhere a

relationship: no loneliness any more. (The Mint)

Notes
. Phillip Knightley and Colin Simpson, The Secret Lives of Lawrence of Arabia (New York: McGraw-Hill,
1970).
. André Malraux, “Lawrence and the Demon of the Absolute,” Hudson Review 8:4 (Winter 1956).
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Arabic Prose and Prose Fiction After 1948

Reading is inevitably a complex, comparative process. A novel in particular,
if it is not to be read reductively as an item of sociopolitical evidence, involves
the reader with itself not only because of its writer’s skill but also because of
other novels. All novels belong to a family, and any reader of novels is a reader
of this complex family to which they all belong. How they belong, however, is a
very difficult problem to settle in cases where the novel in question is not in the
central Western European or American tradition. In that tradition there is a
recognizable genealogy, going as far back as The Odyssey and Don Quixote, but
concentrated primarily in the eighteenth, nineteenth, and the main part of the
twentieth centuries. What we have become accustomed to is the novel as a line
to which non-European or non-American novels in the modern period offer
puzzling alternatives. Are these novels “imitations” (which, minus the
euphemism, means colonial copies of “the great tradition”)? Are they original
works in their own right? Are they neither?

Such alternatives, I think, confuse us more than they help us to read with
understanding. Comparing novels of equal merit but from different traditions
cannot mean, and never has meant, judging one over the other as more original
or more of a copy. All literature, in a certain narrow mimetic sense, is a “copy”
of something; originality is really the art of recombining the familiar. And this is
precisely the premise upon which the novel is based. Not only do novels
“imitate” reality, but they also imitate each other: this is the natural condition of
their existence and the secret of their persistence as a form. But if the Western
European novel has a long linear genealogy linking its members to each other (in
ways we shall presently examine), in the more recent novelistic traditions, of
which the Arabic is one, both the history and the structure of the form are
different. The difference is primarily a matter of the form’s existence (shorter in
the Arabic novel, which effectively begins in this century), of the circumstances
of history, and of the aesthetic method.

In a short introduction of this kind one can scarcely begin to take in all these
differences; nor, for that matter, can one expect to treat the Arabic novel with the



detail or care it requires. But I shall try to suggest first how the Arabic novel in
its history and development redistributes, or disperses, the conditions under
which the Western European novel has existed. This will take up the opening
part of my discussion, after which I shall describe the exigencies of
contemporary Arabic prose, particularly those operating after 1948. I hope thus
to provide the reader with some historical and aesthetical service when he
compares, as he must, Arabic writing with other sorts.

In the two and a half centuries of its existence the Western European novel
has been the creation of both a particular historical development and the rise,
then the triumph, of the middle class. Not less an institution for all the intricacies
of its method, the variety of its subject matter, the powerful entrancement of its
psychological and aesthetical structures, and the sheer detail of its vision, the
novel is the most time-bound and circumstantial as well as the most universal of
all postclassical literary forms. Yet history in the novel and history of the novel
—what the novel in Stendhal’s image reflects of life as in a mirror and what the
novel’s own internal history as a form of literature is—these are very different
things.! The first, I think, is a constant pressure: every novelist is of his time,
however much his imagination may take him beyond it. Each novelist articulates
a consciousness of his time that he shares with the group of which historical
circumstances (class, period, perspective) make him a part. Thus even in its
irreducible singularity the novelistic work is itself a historical reality—one
whose articulation is doubtless more fine, more circumstanced and idiomatic
with regard to its moment, than other human experiences. Narrative, in short, is
the historical mode as it is most traditionally understood. But what makes it
possible to distinguish Marx’s The Class Struggles in France from Flaubert’s
L’Education sentimentale—both works whose subject is the 1848 revolution—is
the history of the type of narrative incorporated within the narrative. Marx’s
belongs eccentrically to a tradition of analysis and polemic taken in part from
journalism; Flaubert’s, no less eccentric in its own way, no less polemic, stands
squarely within an institutional tradition, the novel’s, whose language, pressures,
and audience Flaubert assumes—and puts to work on his behalf—as Marx
cannot assume for his work.

Between the middle of the eighteenth century and, roughly, the first third of
this century, to write a novel meant that it was impossible for the novelist to
ignore the history and tradition of the form. I put the statement in this negative
way in order to emphasize the extraordinarily fertile polarity existing within
each good novel: the polarity between the claims of the novel’s internal history



and those of the novelist’s individual imagination. In no small measure to write a
novel was, for Dickens, Eliot, Flaubert, Balzac, to have received and further
sustained the institution of prose fiction. Just as their subject matter is frequently
a variation on the family romance, with a hero or heroine attempting to create his
or her own destiny against the bonds of family, so too the great classical novels
of the nineteenth century are themselves a massive aesthetic dynasty to which
even the most powerful imaginations are necessarily apprentices or children. The
relation of Tolstoy to Stendhal, or of Dostoevski to Balzac and Dickens, exactly
illustrates the manner in which even the most original imaginations considered
themselves heirs of an aesthetic past that they were extending into their own
times. Thus each novel imitates not only reality but also every other novel. It
was because of his imagination that Tolstoy could benefit from, by imitating, the
novel’s own history as represented to him by Stendhal; for the particular marvel
of prose fiction was its power to employ creatively its own genealogy over and
over. This is especially true of every great novel, whose novelty was (perhaps
surprisingly) in making the transmitted institutions of prose fiction serve as a
defense against the unmediated urgency either of individual imagination or of
the historical moment. Since, as Lukacs has said, “the novel is the epic of a
world that has been abandoned by God,” then “the mental attitude of the novel is
virile maturity, and the characteristic structure of its matter is discreteness, the
separation between interiority and adventure.”?> The novel’s secular world is
maintained by an author whose maturity depends on distinctions, inherited from
the novel’s history, between pure subjective fantasy and pure factual chronicle,
between directionless brooding and an unlimited episodic repetition.

In all these ways, then, time—or rather temporality grasped in the complex
ways I have been discussing—is the novel’s life: as historical moment and as
history of the form, temporality makes the world’s pressure amenable to verbal
structure. Yet such a life in Western Europe and, to a certain extent, in
nineteenth-century America has enjoyed the broad support of readers and critics.
They too contribute to the novel as an institution. From Fielding’s digressive
essays on the novel in his novels, through Sterne’s technical brilliance, through
Stendhal’s and Balzac’s critical work, and on into the commentary and
metacommentary of such writers as Proust, Henry James, and James Joyce, the
novel has employed novelists as critics. Moreover it has produced critics both
professional and amateur—one remembers Dickens’ avid periodical subscribers
who always knew what it was they wanted from the novelist—sustaining the
discipline, and the reality, of the form. This interplay between reader and writer



has been unique in prose fiction: it has its origin perhaps in Part Two of
Cervantes’ Don Quixote, where the errant protagonist encounters men and
women who have read Part One and expect—indeed, demand—certain actions
from him. In one sense readers of fiction through the years of its maturity have
played almost as great a role in the form’s flourishing as have the writers.

A dramatically different situation obtains in the history of the modern Arabic
novel. The twentieth-century novel in Arabic has a variety of forebears, none of
them formally and dynastically prior and useful as, say, in the rather directly
useful way that Fielding antedates Dickens. Arabic literature before the
twentieth century has a rich assortment of narrative forms—qissa, sira, hadith,
khurafa, ustura, khabar, nadira, magama—of which no one seems to have
become, as the European novel did, the major narrative type. The reasons for this
are extremely complex, and they cannot occupy us here (elsewhere I have
speculated on one reason for this difference between Arabic-Islamic and
European prose fiction: whereas the former literary tradition views reality as
plentiful, complete, and divinely directed, the latter sees reality as radically
incomplete, authorizing innovation, and problematic).2 The fact remains,
however, that there is a modern Arabic novel which, during the twentieth
century, has undergone numerous and interesting transformations. Today it has
produced a very wide variety of talents, styles, critics, readers, all mostly
unknown or deliberately ignored outside the Middle East; surely the ruling
Western obsession with Arabs exclusively (or nearly so) as a political problem is
largely to blame for this lamentable failure in knowledge. There is less of an
excuse for this failure today, as Trevor Le Gassick’s sensitive translations (e.g.,
of Naguib Mahfouz’ Midaq Alley, Halim Barakat’s Days of Dust) and those by
Denys Johnson-Davies begin to gain the currency they surely deserve.?

Yet the peculiarly fascinating background of issues formal and issues
historical and psychological faced by the contemporary Arabic novelist needs
some elucidation, particularly if one takes the period after 1948, and that after
1967, as shaping an intelligible historical period for the novelistic imagination.
Particularly also if this period is considered as constitutive of the common
subject matter presented to any and allwriters in the Arab East, not simply
novelists, during the past quarter century. Even more particularly if the course of
the European novel is kept in mind as a comparative fact with which the Arabic
novel produces valuable differences. I shall try to present this period, then, with
its two great demarcations in 1948 and 1967, from the point of view of any Arab
wishing to write. Allowing for a modicum of opportunism and bad writing



during the years since 1948, I believe that Arabs who wrote (novels, plays,
poetry, history, philosophy, political polemic, etc.) undertook a fundamentally
heroic enterprise, a project of self-definition and autodidactic struggle
unexampled on such a scale since World War II. Consider first the setting that
offered itself as historical moment. After decades of internal struggle against
political chaos and foreign domination, a struggle in which politico-national
identity was still at its most precarious initial stage—with religion, demography,
modernity, language enmeshed confusingly with each other—Arabs everywhere
were forced additionally to confront as their own problem, taking an especially
provocative form, one of the greatest and still unsolved problems of Western
civilization, the Jewish question. To say that 1948 made an extraordinary cultural
and historical demand on the Arab is to be guilty of the crassest understatement.
The year and the processes which it culminated represent an explosion whose
effects continue to fall unrelentingly into the present. No Arab, however armed
he was at those and later moments by regional or tribal or religious nationalism,
could ignore the event. Not only did 1948 put forth unprecedented challenges to
a collectivity already undergoing the political evolution of several European
centuries compressed into a few decades: this after all was mainly a difference of
detail between the Arab East and all other Third World countries, since the end
of colonialism meant the beginning and the travail of uncertain national
selfhood. But 1948 put forward a monumental enigma, an existential mutation
for which Arab history was unprepared.

An Egyptian might say that the events of 1948 pressed on the Palestinian
Arab the most closely; so too might an Iraqi, a Lebanese, a Sudanese. Yet no
Arab could say that in 1948 he was in any serious way detached or apart from
the events in Palestine. He might reasonably say that he was shielded from
Palestine; but he could not say—because his language and his religious, cultural
tradition implicated him at every turn—that he was any less a loser, an Arab, as a
result of what happened in Palestine. Furthermore nothing in his history, that is,
in the repertory or vocabulary provided to him by his historical experience, gave
him an adequate method for representing the Palestine drama to himself. Arab
nationalism, Islamic traditionalism, regional creeds, small-scale communal or
village solidarities—all these stopped short of the general result of Zionist
success and the particular experience of Arab defeat. No concept seemed large
enough, no language precise enough to take in the common fate. What happened
could not be put down to a flaw in the Arab character (since no such character
was ever articulated), nor to a divine decree against the faithful, nor to a trivial



accident in a faraway place.

The magnitude of such events is indicated, I think, in one of the words most
usually employed to describe them, the Arabic word nakba. Its most celebrated
use is in the title of Constantine Zurayk’s 1948 book, Ma‘na al-nakba [The
meaning of the disaster];2 yet even in Zurayk’s work, which advances an
interpretation of the Zionist victory as a challenge to the whole of Arab
modernity, another of the meanings of nakba is in play. For the word suggests in
its root that affliction or disaster is somehow brought about by, and hence linked
by necessity to, deviation, a veering out of course, a serious deflection away
from a forward path. (This incidentally is in marked contrast to another, less
commonly employed word for 1967: naksa, which suggests nothing more radical
than a relapse, a temporary setback, as in the process of recovery from an
illness.) The development of Zurayk’s argument in his book led him, as it was to
lead many other writers since 1948, to interpret al-nakba as a rupture of the most
profound sort. It is true that Zionism exposed the Arabs’ disunity, lack of
technological culture, political unpreparedness, and so on; more significant,
however, was the fact that the disaster caused a rift to appear between the Arabs
and the very possibility of their historical continuity as a people. So strong was
the deflection, or the deviation, from the Arabs’ persistence in time up to 1948,
that the issue for the Arabs became whether what was “natural” to them—their
continued national duration in history—would be possible at all.

There is an interesting paradox here, and it is one that would inform Arab
writing thereafter. Zurayk was saying in fact that the deviation was so strong as
to put the Arabs, as a people, in historical question. Yet he was also saying that
the disaster had revealed to the Arabs that their history had itself not yet made of
them a nation. So from the perspective of the past, the Arabs would seem to have
swerved from the path toward national identity, union, and so on; from the
perspective of the future, the disaster raised the specter of national fragmentation
or extinction. The paradox is that both of these observations hold, so that at the
intersection of past and future stands the disaster, which on the one hand reveals
the deviation from what has yet to happen (a unified, collective Arab identity)
and on the other reveals the possibility of what may happen (Arab extinction as a
cultural or national unit). The true force then of Zurayk’s book is that it made
clear the problem of the present, a problematic site of contemporaneity, occupied
and blocked from the Arabs. For the Arabs to act knowingly was to create the
present, and this was a battle of restoring historical continuity, healing a rupture,
and—most important—forging a historic possibility.



It is for all these reasons that a very high premium is placed, in Zurayk’s
argument, upon what he called the creative elite. The elite’s role, essentially
considered, was to articulate the present in the precise historical and realistic
terms which, as we have seen, the disaster threatened with obliteration. To speak
or to write in Arabic was to articulate not only the lingua franca but also the
reality—the possibility of an Arab contemporaneity—very precariously held
within the present. Without referring back to Zurayk’s book of 1948, Anwar
Abdel Malek, the Egyptian sociologist, powerfully elaborated on the nature, and
the language, of struggle. As recently as the seventies, Abdel Malek was arguing
that Arab-Islamic civilization, although prey to economic and political
imperialism, was most seriously endangered, in the long run, by its susceptibility
to cultural imperialism, the principal feature of which was to impose on the
Arabs a sort of impediment whose purpose was to prevent direct ties between
them and Asia and Africa. Unless Arab culture, employing the full resources of
its specificity (the word has great urgency for Abdel Malek), could participate
freely in its own self-making, it would be as if it did not exist.®

In such a context, then, the role of any writer who considered himself
seriously engaged in the actuality of his time—and few writers during the period
since 1948 considered themselves otherwise engaged—was, first of all, as a
producer of thought and language whose radical intention was to guarantee
survival to what was in imminent danger of extinction. Beginning with the
Egyptian Revolution of 1952, the rise of movements of national liberation
provided opportunities for a dialectical vision in which the crises of the present
would become the cornerstones of the future. Writing therefore became a
historical act and, according to the Egyptian literary critic Ghali Shukri, after
1967, an act of resistance. If before 1948 the Arab novel could be described sui
generis as a novel of historical recapitulation, then after 1948 it became a novel
of historical and social development.? This is especially evident in the Egyptian
novel. Even though a so-called romantic (i.e., sentimental, backward-looking)
alternative existed for writers such as Yusuf el-Siba‘i, the large theme of most
Egyptian novels after 1948 was, as Shukri observed, the near-tragic conflict
between a protagonist and some “outside” force.8 The imperatives for the writer
were to increase the refinement and detail of his portrayals; or, as Raja al-
Naqqgash phrased in a polemical letter to Nazik al-Mala‘ikah (the Iraqi poet),
writing was not and could not be free: it had to put itself at life’s service. This
was another way of identifying the writer’s role directly with the problematics of
Arab contemporaneity.2



The Arab writer’s role was further aggravated by the internal conflict he
experienced between his particular regional identity and his transregional or
Arab-Islamic ambition. Yet even in such vastly different assertions of regional
identity as Hussayn Fawzi’s work on Egyptian civilization, or Said Agl’s on
Lebanese poetics, or in the ideologies of such movements as the Syrian
Nationalist party and the Ba‘ath, there remained, always, the web of
circumstance that enmeshed every Arab, from Algeria to the Gulf. So strong was
it—as I described it above in terms of a paradoxical present—that the primary
task seemed always to be one of making the present in such a way as, once
again, to make it in touch with past authenticity and future possibility. The past is
usually identified with loss, the future with uncertainty. But as for the present, it
is a constant experience, a scene to be articulated with all the resources of
language and vision. Even when the writer’s aim is to render the present as
disaster, the more so after the war of 1967, it is the scene as the irreducible form
of the present which the writer must affirm.

Here we must remark another complexity. Just as there is no traditional Arab
novel, there is no real Arab drama, or at least no longstanding and unbroken
dramatic tradition. There are considerable dramatic attainments, however—
mostly, as is the case with the novel, of the period after World War 1. So here,
too, when one speaks of a scene, there is a kind of eccentricity implied, unique to
the writer in Arabic. What the dramatic and prose scene have in common, first of
all, is the sense of contested space. Whether it is a page or the proscenium arch
theater, the writer fills it with language struggling to maintain a presence. Such
an attitude leads to very definite technical and aesthetic consequences. If the unit
of composition is the scene, and not the period (prologue, middle, end, in the
Aristotelian sense), then the connection between scenes is tenuous. There is a
tendency in fact to episodism, and the repetition of scenes, as if the rhythmic
succession of scenes can become a substitute for quasi-organic continuity. It is a
striking fact that the principal successes of artistic prose and drama, even from
before 1948—for example, Taha Hussayn’s Al-ayyam, Tawfiq al-Hakim’s
Yawmiyat na’ib fil aryaf, the comedies of Naguib al-Rihani, the films of Kamal
Salim and Niyazi Mustapha, the works of Khalil Gibran, Jabra Jabra’s novella
Surakh fi laylin tawil—are formally a succession of scenes held together more in
the style of a journal than in that of the Aristotelian model. Unlike the journal,
however, these works are built out of discretely shaped scenes in which a
continuous play of substitutions takes place; entrances and appearances, for
instance, play the role of ontological affirmation. Conversely, absences and exits



seem to threaten extinction or a quasi death. To be in a scene is to displace
extinction, to substitute life for the void. Thus the very act of telling, narrating,
uttering, guarantees actuality; here the Islamic tradition of the isnad (support,
witness) is vitalized and put to a definite aesthetic purpose.

The author’s persona is very frequently the spectator, engaged enough in
what he is telling about to be a character, disengaged enough to be able to point
out the abuses, the comedy or melodrama of what is taking place before him in
the narration. Tawfiq al-Hakim’s persona often speaks of masrah al-hayat (“the
theater of life”), which is less a figure of speech than an aesthetic method. Each
episode is a scene of enactment whose importance is revealed to be not that it
took place (all of the scenes are scenes of habitual occurrences) but that it is
being recorded and being narrated to someone; in the action of narration and
transmission, the habitual is exposed for the often lurid abuse of humanity that it
is. Even the abuse itself conforms to the pattern. Once, for example, the narrator
is told a story—an episode within an episode—by a doctor who, after being
summoned to a poor village patient, discovers her lying on her back with a
baby’s arm protruding from her womb. He learns from the old midwife that after
the fetus’ death three days before, she stuffed the woman’s womb with straw, and
the two of them waited patiently under God’s protection (sitr rabbuna).l? Since
the woman has died, and since sitr means literally to disguise or shelter with a
screen or curtain, the entire episode doubles over itself as it sets in motion,
through narrative enactment, the interplay of scene, substitution, recurrence,
absence, death, and, finally, scene again.

The emphasis on scenes therefore is intensified, is made more urgent, after
1948: a scene formally translates the critical issues at stake in the Arab world.
This is not a matter of proving how literature or writing reflects life, nor is it
confirmation of an allegorical interpretation of Arab reality: for, unfortunately,
these approaches to modern Arabic writing are endemic to most of the very
scarce Western analyses of the literature.ll What is of greater interest is how the
scene is itself the very problem of Arabic literature and writing after the disaster
of 1948: the scene does not merely reflect the crisis, or historical duration, or the
paradox of the present. Rather, the scene is contemporaneity in its most
problematic and even rarified form. In no place can one see this more effectively
than in prose directly concerned with the events in Palestine. Here is the opening
scene of Ghassan Kanafani’s novella Rijal fil shams, certainly his finest work
and one of the subtlest and most powerful of modern novellas.



Abu Qais laid his chest on the dirt wet with dew. Immediately the earth began to throb: a tired
heart’s beats, flooding through the sand grains, seeping into his very innermost being ... and every
time he threw his chest against the dirt he felt the same palpitation, as if the earth’s heart had not
stopped since that first time he laid himself down, since he tore a hard road from the deepest hell
toward an approaching light, when he once told of it to his neighbor who shared the cultivation of a
field with him, there on the land he had left ten years ago. His reply was derision: “What you hear
is the sound of your own heart plastered to the earth.” What tiresome malice! And the smell, how
does he explain that? He inhaled it, as it swam through his brow, then passed fadingly into his
veins. Every time he breathed as he lay supine he imagined himself drinking in the smell of his
wife’s hair as she had stepped out after bathing it in cold water.... That haunting fragrance of a
woman’s hair, washed in cold water and, still damp, spread out to dry, covering her face.... The

same pulse: as if a small bird was sheltered between your cupped pallrns.l—2

The scene continues as Abu Qais slowly awakens to a realization of his exact
surroundings, somewhere near the estuary of the Tigris and the Euphrates; he is
there awaiting arrangements to be made to take him illegally into Kuwait, where
he hopes to find work. As in the passage quoted above, he will “understand” his
location, and the scene’s setting in the present, by way of a recollection out of
his past: his teacher’s voice, in a Palestinian village schoolhouse, intoning the
geography lesson, a description of the estuary. Abu Qais’ own present is an
amalgam of disjointed memory with the gathering intrusive force of his
intolerable situation: he is a refugee, with a family, forced to seek employment in
a country whose blinding sun signifies the universal indifference to his fate. We
will discover that the approaching light is a proleptic reference to the novella’s
final episode: along with two other Palestinian refugees, Abu Qais is being
smuggled into Kuwait in the empty belly of a tanker-truck. The three of them are
left in the truck while the border inspection is being negotiated. Under the sun
the three die of suffocation, unable even to give a sign.

This passage is one of the numerous scenes into which the work is divided. In
almost every one, the present, temporally speaking, is unstable and seems
subject to echoes from the past, to synaesthesia as sight gives way to sound or
smell and as one sense interweaves with another, to a combination of
defensiveness against the harsh present and the protection of some particularly
cherished fragment of the past. Even in Kanafani’s style—which seems clumsy
in my translation, but I thought it important to render the complex sentence
structure as exactly as I could—one is unsure of the points in time to which the
center of consciousness (one of the three men) refers. In the passage above,



“every time” blends into “since that first time,” which also seems to include,
obscurely, “there on the land he had left ten years ago.” Those three clauses are
dominated figuratively by the image of tearing a road out of darkness toward the
light. Later, during the main part of the novella, we will remark that much of the
action takes place in the dusty street of an Iraqi town where the three men,
independent of each other, petition, plead, bargain with “specialists” to take them
across the border. The main conflict in the book therefore turns about that
contest in the present: impelled by exile and dislocation, the Palestinian must
carve a path for himself in existence, which is by no means a “given” or stable
reality for him. Like the land he left, his past seems broken off just before it
could bring forth fruit; yet the man has family, responsibilities, life itself to
answer to, in the present. Not only is his future uncertain; even his present
situation increases in difficulty as he barely manages to maintain his balance in
the swirling traffic of the dusty street. Day, sun, the present: those are at once
there, hostile, and goads to him to move on out of the sometimes misty,
sometimes hardened protection of memory and fantasy. When the men finally
move out of their spiritual desert into the present, toward the future which they
reluctantly but necessarily choose, they will die—invisibly, anonymously, killed
in the sun, in the same present that has summoned them out of their past and
taunted them with their helplessness and inactivity.

For Kanafani a scene is centrally the convenience given to the writer by the
general novelistic tradition; what he uses in order to present the action, therefore,
is a device which, displaced from the tradition that can take it for granted,
ironically comments on the rudimentary struggles facing the Palestinian. He
must make the present; unlike the Stendhalian or Dickensian case, the present is
not an imaginative luxury but a literal existential necessity. A scene barely
accommodates him. If anything, then, Kanafani’s use of the scene turns it from a
novelistic device which anyone can recognize into a provocation. The paradox of
contemporaneity for the Palestinian is very sharp indeed. If the present cannot be
“given” simply (that is, if time will not allow him either to differentiate clearly
between his past and his present or to connect them, it is because the disaster,
unmentioned except as an episode hidden within episodes, prevents continuity),
it is intelligible only as achievement. Only if the men can manage to pull
themselves out of limbo into Kuwait can they be in any sense more than mere
biological duration, in which earth and sky are an uncertain confirmation of
general life. Because they must live—in order ultimately to die—the scene prods
them into action, which in turn will provide writer and reader with the material



for “fiction.” This is the other side of the paradox: a scene is made for the novel,
but out of material whose portrayal in the present signifies the psychological,
political, and aesthetic result of the disaster. The scene provokes Abu Qais; when
he achieves action because of it, he has made a readable document and,
ironically, the inevitability of his extinction. The distances between language and
reality are closed.

As I have said, the immediacy of Kanafani’s subject matter tends to give his
scenes their subtly provocative character. Yet between 1948 and 1967 some of
the same urgency informs other work using the scenic method as I have
described it. In Naguib Mahfouz’ fiction, certainly the most magisterial of
novelistic achievements in the Arab world, whether in the Trilogy (1956-57) or
Awlad Haritna (1959) or the collections of short stories, episodism is
everywhere apparent. The scene dramatizes periodicity, that is, the active
historical process by which Arab reality, if it is to have existential status, must
form itself. That reality’s intermittent nature, which in Mahfouz’ postnaturalistic
phase of the early sixties has been called al-wujudiyah al-waqi ‘iyah (“realistic
existentialism”),13 developed more and more insistently into an aesthetic of
minimalism and shattering effect; its complement was, I think, the quasi-
Hegelian comic drama—or rather dramatism, since the play was in a sense the
subject of the play—AlI-farafir (1964), by Yousef Idriss. There are similarities
also between these works and Hussayn Fawzi’s Sindibad misri, subtitled Jawlah
fi rihab al-tarikh [Travels through the expanses of history]. Hussayn himself
speaks of the cinematic techniques he uses in a book whose aim, he says, could
not have been achieved before 1952: to show how Egypt is a maker of
civilizations. Hussein’s method is episodic, so that each incident selected as an
illustration of Egypt’s character is a scene confirming Egypt’s historical destiny
as its own self-maker.

It is worth mentioning digressively that no one who has seen an Arabic
“popular” film from before 1967 can have failed to notice the central, and
sometimes seemingly irrelevant, presence of the cabaret or theater scene. Nor in
the popular Rihani stage comedies is the carefully prepared scene of verbal
attack (radh), rather like a human cockfight, any less de rigueur. Such scenes are
often dismissed as catering to some vague mass cult (of voyeurism? lower-class
sensationalism?), while their obvious connection with the preciously refined
maqama tradition passes unnoticed. This tradition is the one of formal story-
telling (out of which A Thousand and One Nights develops), among whose
characteristics is the dramatization of the tale’s telling. Under the influence of a



highly important event that is incompletely understood and difficult to
apprehend aesthetically, the story-telling tradition tends to become highly self-
conscious; the event is 1948, and art turns back on itself to become meta-art. The
scene is the location of the nexus between art and its objects: it knits time and
character together in an exhibited articulation. Pushed to the surface thus,
articulation guarantees survival, as Scheherazade’s nightly recital in The Arabian
Nights postpones her own death. The impending, or surrounding, disaster is
displaced by a human duration continuously being made; the effect is not unlike
the technique in Conrad’s narratives, where an important event seems always to
require the setting up of a narrative occurrence such as men swapping yarns, a
circle of friends listening to a story-teller, and so on.

Gamal Abdel Nasser was to make the Pirandellian motif in all this very
explicit. Arab history, he wrote in his Philosophy of the Revolution, was like a
role in search of an actor to play it or, in the terms I have been using, like a scene
in search of a drama. These metatheatrical images force history into two
temporalities: one, that of actuality in which the disaster has taken place, a
temporality of discontinuity or rupture; and, two, a temporality constituting the
scene as a site for a restorative history. Thus that something gets articulated,
constituted, and set tends to be more important than what is articulated: this is a
common enough motif in modern literature, where the conditions of drama or
narrative are in some ways more important than the subject of narration.
According to Abdullah Laroui this also happens to coincide with a motif in the

history of Islam, which, he speculates, is seductive because system and structure
14

compel individualized acts into patterns.~=

The tension between system and occurrence underlies the tension between
scene and the drama of which it is a part. For Arabic prose after 1948 the
political issue underlying this tension is everywhere latent. It means, for
example, that there may be no whole linking these parts, no “Arab” idea,
identity, history, collectivity, destiny, drama, novel giving the diachrony of
scene-events any synchronic intention, aim, structure, meaning. The present may
after all be only that, perhaps not a consequence of the past and certainly not a
basis for the future. I raise this cluster of problems here in order to emphasize the
investigative character of Arabic writing during the post-1948 period. For
problematic doubts did not mean stupefaction. All the evidence we have points
to wide-ranging intellectual and aesthetical activity. My point is that the formal
characteristics which I have been describing do not merely reflect passively on
the problems: they are those problems in a very privileged, engrossing way. Thus



the sustained tension between the present and either the past or the future creates
the scene which, in turn, is (not a reflection of) the present in a form of raised
tension with the past and the future. The dialectic is constant, and enriching.

The effects of the war of 1967 predictably were to recall 1948. Zurayk, for
instance, published a book entitled Ma‘na al-nakba mujada-dan [The meaning
of the disaster renewed]. The scene was transformed from a theatrical one into
an arena of fairly immediate gladiatorial struggle. The relations between
spectator and action were variously redefined now. In some post-1967 works,
notably those by Sadek al-Azm—and even though he was writing philosophical
and/or political polemic it is hard to overlook the sheer theatricality of his
performance—the author entered the arena, identified the combatants, and
engaged them.!2 Such an optic took it that the war of 1967 was the first truly
international war fought by the Arabs in modern times. This was a war fought as
much in the media as on the battlefields; the struggle was felt to be immediately
historical because it was fought simultaneously in the scenes created by actuality
and those created by television, radio, newspapers.

In this sense everything about the war was historical, just as, according to
Lukacs, the Napoleonic wars for the first time in European history had engaged
the masses in a truly international way.l® Hitherto wars had been distant and
exclusively the affair of armies. Now everyone was involved. Everything
thought or written about the war had the status of historical act; whether as a
soldier, a writer, or an ordinary citizen, the Arab became part of a scene which,
in the case of al-Azm, was claimed to have been largely the creation of passivity,
backwardness, the mediations of custom, religion, and ossified tradition.
Therefore the only progressive role to be played was that of an activist-author
forcing the Arab to recognize his role in the struggle. No one could be, or really
ever was, a spectator: the present was not a project to be undertaken; it was now.
Whether he discussed the fahlawi personality, or the consternation caused in
Egypt by the visitation of the Virgin, al-Azm saw the Arabs fighting themselves,
and, whether they admitted it or not, he was going to prove it to them by fighting
them.

The didactic, even pedantic, quality of al-Azm’s prose should be seen as part
of a burgeoning general interest in precision. The Egyptian critic Shukry Ayyad
has said that beyond the first cries of anguish and denial after June 10, writers
began to make it their task to render the exact detail of everyday life. They
hoped thus to diagnose those causes of the defeat that could be remedied. Yet
Ayyad believed that a perhaps unforeseen effect of such writing was actually to



intensify the anguish (qalaq) of modern man in the technological age. Some
writers therefore treat Arab reality as a marvelous enigma (lughz bari’) to be
deciphered; others draw attention to the aesthetic skill with which reality was
being portrayed.l? And indeed the proliferation of “absurdist” drama and
narrative testifies to Ayyad’s point. In Raymond Gebara’s Taht ri‘ayit zaqqur the
scene is an occasion for mockery; as in al-Azm’s work, quotations from
“correct” sources are employed as starting points for sarcastic dissociation.
Hamlet becomes a whining Arab boy, and so on. Yet unlike al-Azm’s writing as
a whole, which has an active intellectual integrity, Gebara’s aesthetic of self-
deprecating quotation conceals quietism of the most extreme sort. And it is this
quietism that finally makes for the differences between intellectual activism and
absurdist pastiche; the former is self-criticism based on revolutionary
presupposition; the latter is not. Al-Azm’s books are linked directly to the
political importance of radical analysis and of radical movements, the
Palestinian groups in particular. In their verbal form, as well as in their fate,
intellectual activism and absurdist pastiche are rejections of the present: for both,
the scene is most usefully understood as immediate history in spite of Arab
failure. Thus a new paradox, one that turns the Arab into a world-historical
individual because of his specialized talent for ineptitude, is born.

Since 1967, however, there has been no unanimity on the principal thesis
which that disaster supposedly proved, the existence of a collective Arab
identity. While it is true that the war involved the Arabs as a whole, the very
particularism spurring the writer to capture every detail of life also led him to
make precise differentiations between, say, local experience and collective
experience. In a curious way, therefore, the rise in prominence of Palestinian
writers after 1967 (Mahmoud Darwish, Samih el-Kassem, Kanafani, Fadwa
Tougan, and others), a tendency which accompanied the enormous dissemination
of political interest in specifically Palestinian activity, was only one aspect of the
change that also produced a more intense focus upon the distinctions between
the varieties of Arab experience. This, I think, is notably true in Egypt. Certainly
the most brilliant writing produced during the past generation, Mahfouz’
collection of short stories and playlets Taht al-mizalla (1969), was written in the
months immediately following the 1967 June War. As with most of Mahfouz’
other work, the collection is composed of short scenes, although now the scene
has a special new character: instead of being part of a prospective continuity in
the making, each individual scene is shot through with the desolation of extreme,
and hence Egyptian, loneliness. The scene therefore is a sort of national clinical



process. Things take place with the utmost medical clarity, yet their general
opacity, their terrifying impingement on every ordinary citizen, their defiance of
ordinary, lay understanding, the swift succession of inexplicably triggered
events, all these cut off the action (always minutely Egyptian) from
understanding or, more interestingly, from the possibility of a universal Arab
explanation.

Mahfouz’ world turns Egypt into a vast hospital whose boundaries are the
various military fronts, and whose patients are, equally, soldiers and citizens.
The author presents his cases silently; no explanations or apologies are given. A
curious, perhaps obsessive, theme in this collection as well as in Mahfouz’ 1973
novel of no-war no-peace Egypt, Hubb taht al-matar, is the cinema. The scenes
in which films are being made, where directors are being sought for their help in
solving some specially difficult problem of interpretation, in which citizens are
seen changing into actors, are common. When Egyptian involvement in Palestine
or Yemen is mentioned, it is always by way of journalism or the cinema. Arab
problems must be mediated by the layers of Egyptian reality that surround
everyday life like the walls of a clinic, or the protection of a cinema studio.

Hanging over all the writing produced after 1967 is, nevertheless, the sense
of profound disappointment. This is true of Mahfouz’ work, of Halim Barakat’s
fiction, of al-Azm’s polemics, and, indeed, of all those works either portraying or
explaining the sudden speed of the disaster, its astonishing surprise, and the
catastrophic lack of Arab resistance. No Arab can have been immune from the
feeling that his modern history, so laboriously created—scene by scene—would
prove so easy to brush aside in the test. The almost incredible outpouring of print
after 1967 suggests a vast effort at reconstructing that history and that reality. Of
necessity the first stage is the one represented in Barakat’s fiction, the one that
corresponds to the stage of disillusion whose classic will always be Flaubert’s
L’Education sentimentale, the great Parisian example of post-1848 European
disappointment. Like Flaubert, Barakat, in Days of Dust, examines responses in
Beirut to an Arab political calamity which ought to be understood in terms of
failure, not in those of an enemy’s victory. Unlike Flaubert, Barakat shows a
genuine kindness to his cast of actors; he has none of Flaubert’s bitter indictment
of an entire generation. Whereas in L’Education sentimentale sentiment and
fantasy are associated with the impotent failure at which Frederic Moreau and
Deslauriers finally arrive, in Barakat’s novel sentiment is employed to heighten
the human poignancy of the disaster. For Barakat disappointment and dislocation
can always be made intelligible if they are commented on with reference to



justificatory passion. The images of sea and fire, as well as the sequences using
the Flying Dutchman figure, are instruments of clarification employed to
increase the disaster’s universality, and its tragic shades.

Barakat’s use of the scene shares with Mahfouz’ technique the interest in
intense particularity; indeed, it shares with Barakat’s classic study (done jointly
with Peter Dodd) of the 1967 Palestinian refugee exodus, the practiced
sociologist’s focus on those minutiae of everyday life that compose man’s large-
scale activity.12 Yet Barakat’s scene is dominated by the almost hateful sequence
of six days. This short succession of moments dominates the action off-stage, but
in the novel Barakat amplifies these days into a wide-ranging geographical and
emotional voyage. His blurring of space-time distinctions, the montage effect of
rapid scene-change, the carefully chosen cross-section of characters from Beirut
to Amman to the West Bank, all these argue a sometimes uncertain balance
between the social scientist’s deliberateness and the novelist’s inventiveness.
Unlike both Flaubert and Mahfouz, Barakat takes, I think, a decidedly softer
position on Arab contemporaneity in the throes of a major disaster. For him, the
scene is an arena for continual struggle. Even though Arab history is a repetition
of Biblical history, Barakat’s principal character, Ramzy, judges it also as a field
for potential victory. There is none of that bitter attitude toward repetition that
animates Flaubert’s work or Marx’s 18th Brumaire of Louis Napoleon or, for that
matter, Mahfouz’ post-1967 work. For in the end Barakat is a novelist of good
will; and this is his interest.

If I say good will and not vision, I mean this as no negative judgment of
Barakat. As his latest sociological work shows, he is increasingly concerned
with what seems to be an inherent resistance in particular Arab societies to
coherent unity.12 Good will is genuine patriotic involvement truly baffled by the
complexity of forces flowing through, but not wholly composing, everyday Arab
reality. Perhaps no novelist today can undertake a synoptic view—or at least not
with the instruments hitherto developed from the novel. In Europe and America
it is true that the novel played a crucial (and even conservative) role in the
coalescing of society around itself. Yet that role was confined primarily to the
nineteenth century; the authoritative vision of realistic fiction was superseded in
a way by the new knowledge available in psychology, sociology, ethnology, and
linguistics. The Arab writer confronts the very complex interweaving of society
and contemporary knowledge with an even more complex mixture of styles,
backgrounds, and predilections. The novelist will doubtless register his own
crisis as a novelist facing the subject matter and its challenges. But in this task he



starts from the same point as every other Arab intellectual; that point is nothing
other than the forward position leading forward, the region’s collective reality.
Ultimately, then, the crises of Arab writers are precisely, and more so than
elsewhere, those of the society at large. As this recognition is increasingly
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ffused, the unsung heroic role played by the Arab writer since 1948 will surely
ceive its due acknowledgment. In the meantime one can do no less than read

with the care and urgency of an involved writer.
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6

Between Chance and Determinism:
Lukacs’s Aesthetik

Béla Kiralyfalvi’s The Aesthetics of Gyorgy Lukdcs is a welcome attempt to
deal mainly with Lukacs’s last major work, a two-volume systematic philosophy
of art, Die Eigenart des Aesthetischen (1963). Despite the Aesthetik’s Goethean
grandeur—for near the end of his life Lukacs had come to think in terms of
health, normality, and majestic ripeness, which is one reason he does not seem
current—it is still not well known in the West. Kiralyfalvi has examined the
Hungarian versions of Lukacs’s Marxist works (without telling us how they
differ, if at all, from the German texts; as a result the choice of purely Hungarian
works seems rather an arbitrary and unexplained one) and written a solidly
reliable account. The main points of Lukacs’s argument in the Aesthetik are very
well covered.

What one misses, however, are two important elements. The first is some
recognition that Lukacs proceeds as much by concrete example and analysis as
he does by philosophic generality. Kiralyfalvi’s précis is denuded of almost any
of Lukacs’s suggestive insights into specific works of art. Another lack is
Kiralyfalvi’s regrettable, but not wholly unjustified, decision to confine analysis
to Lukacs’s Marxist works. Lukacs is interesting not only as a Marxist, but also
for the kind of Marxism he produced, which was eccentric and, with regard to
his own pre-Marxist period, eclectic and inclusive. To this aspect of Lukacs,
Kiralyfalvi is not sensitive.

Yet as the first book-length work in English to deal with a full-scale Marxist
and contemporary aesthetic philosophy, Kiralyfalvi’s book completes an
important first phase. Now we need to know more about Lukacs’s antecedents in
the German philosophic and literary culture of the late nineteenth century, his
association with Hungarian artists (mentioned by Kiralyfalvi); and most
important, we need to study the themes, motifs, and images that unify his work
over almost six decades. For even Lukacs’s misreadings and misunderstandings
are interesting, and are an integral part not only of Marxist but of Western
culture. Nevertheless, as a presence in those cultures Lukacs offers his reader a



problematic mass of writing.

This has now been as worked-over as it profitably can be for evidence of its
author’s political bad faith, moral cowardice, compromises with Stalinism,
attacks against himself, and so on. George Lichtheim’s strictures against Lukacs
at least did not prevent him from trying to analyze here and there the substance
of the man’s philosophy and criticism; but even then one’s impression was that
what seemed to matter most was not Lukacs’s work but whether or not one
approved not so much of his politics as of his political and moral style. The main
suggestion was that, reprehensibly, he survived every difficulty, but it was also
implied that communist behavior ought to be judged by moral standards never
applicable to capitalists.

No one has carried moral disapproval of Lukacs further in the direction of
intellectual terrorism than the rancorous G. Zitta, whose Georg Lukdcs’ Marxism
(1964) traces every evil everywhere unilaterally back to Lukacs’s Marxist
dialectic. Recently, and especially with G. H. R. Parkinson’s excellent collection,
Georg Lukdcs: The Man, His Work, and His Ideas (1970), an intellectually
serious view of Lukacs has begun to emerge. His technique of seeming to
support and then survive Stalinism no longer obscures his achievements. Many,
if still not most, of the major works have been translated into English, so that at
last the Anglo-American reader will know more about Lukacs’s intelligence than
that it was partial to Balzac and realism.

Still, Lukacs’s reputation and influence since his death in 1971 are sadly and
ironically lacking in effect upon modern critical discourse. How is it that the
militant intellectual inventor of the very conceptions of prototype, vanguard, and
precursor is really nowhere to be found among contemporary critics whose
watchword is prophetic avant-gardism and radical adversary intellectualism?
Something decidedly unglamorous about Lukacs has survived—in circles where
formalism, structuralism, and deconstruction are discussed, he will seem out of
place mainly for his heavy thematic pedagogy, his apparently blind inclinations
to rate even Heinrich Mann over Kafka, his repetition, frequent inexactness, and
nineteenth-century mustiness. Only George Steiner understood and wrote in
1960 on the drama of Lukacs’s work, although Steiner could not anticipate the
poignancy of Lukacs’s admission to Hans Heinz Holz in 1967 that Hector, “the
man who suffered a defeat, was in the right and was the better hero,” and was in
fact “a determinant for my entire later development.”

In literature Lukacs stood always for the nineteenth century. His culture was
Hector’s—as opposed to that of Achilles, which was modish, intense,



victoriously short-lived. Nietzsche and Schopenhauer for Lukacs were
regrettable irrationalists, sadly exemplary and reactionary modernists. Go
through the reams of Lukacs’s pages and you will realize that what mattered to
him at bottom were not eccentrics but the big writers, Shakespeare, Goethe,
Marx, Hegel, Balzac, Tolstoy, and the high settled culture that produced them.
He seemed incapable of being led to writers who shattered literary values, like
Rousseau or Artaud, since his was the culture of complex, but ascertainable and
uniformly transmittable, laws. Almost nowhere, after the First World War, did
Lukacs speak of what it is like to read or experience an author, or of what
impresses and disorientates one in a given novel. Nevertheless, his criticism and
philosophy span almost all the area now settled on by critical discourse:
representation, reflection, reification, reception, epistemic unity, dynamism in
the artwork, sign-systems, the relations of theory with practice, the problems of
the “subject” or, as he put it in the title of an early untranslated article, “Die
Subjekt-Objekt Beziehung in der Aesthetik.” Like Kenneth Burke’s, Lukacs’s
criticism arches over these central problems without seeming to help other
critics; both Lukacs and Burke indefatigably have made all their work too
explicit, too finished in a way, for ideas or suggestions to spill down into the
mainstream. Such work therefore represents what is believed to be an unvarying
value: in Burke’s case a quirky, homemade and fabulous eclecticism, in
Lukacs’s, barely surviving the Cold War, an unflinching Marxism.

Certainly he was a bulldog Marxist. No political or cultural or literary
instance after his conversion in the early 1920s was too subtle or recondite for
him to draw a Marxist lesson from it. Occasionally one feels this as an
impoverishment of the instance; normally, however, it is the reverse. The essay
on Holderlin in Goethe und seine Zeit is surprising in its range of human
sympathy and political understanding. Rescuing Holderlin from George,
Gundolf, Dilthey, and National Socialism, Lukacs then reconnects the poet’s
“belated Jacobinism” with Hegel and the French Revolution. Instead of the
precursor of irrational mysticism Hélderlin is authenticated as the unique poet
without successors that Lukacs believes him to be. Here, as frequently, Lukacs’s
taste impels him to what ungenerous commentators would call trimming, by
which Marxism is trickily altered to accommodate temperamental affinities for a
given writer. Maybe—but why is it always assumed that Marxism is rigidly
stupid, or that Marxism is (as it was not for Lukacs) only a crude imprimatur on
some aspects of culture?

It seems fairly clear now to say that Marxism for Lukacs was not merely a



collection of truths, nor even a method of analysis, but a sort of necessity, first
for correcting, then for transforming and conducting, his relations with the
world. Nothing can be more moving, surely, than the themes of yearning
(Sehnsucht) and unfocused irony in his early works before his conversion to
Marxism. The combination in them of Kant and Kierkegaard, with their
influence on Lukacs’s masterful but essentially retrospective analyses of the
lyric, drama, essay, and novel, were tempered, however, by his grasp of the
Socratic Plato, an idealistic, passionate seeker whose romantic tendencies were
controlled by the discontinuities of his life and his mode (the essay), as well as
the prevailing ironic comedy of his examples. Yet the idea of Socrates as an
antidote to unrestricted emotion is strengthened implicitly by Lukacs’s discovery
of prospective time, even as he seemed to be mired in the hopeless moral
dilemmas of the early twentieth century.

Near the end of the first essay (1910) in Die Seele und die Formen, Lukacs
begins to speak of a great aesthetic event which, when it comes, will render
essay and essayist powerless, for all their clarity, autonomy, and vision.
Nonetheless, the essay itself “seems justified as a necessary means to the
ultimate end, the penultimate step in this hierarchy.” Here are the three
dimensions of time of which Lukacs, more even than Georges Poulet, and before
Heidegger, was the philosopher and poet, the technician of its pathos: an
unrecoverable, yearned-for unity in the past, an intolerable disjunction between
present ideals and present actualities, an all-conquering and all-destroying
future. Loss, alienation, and obliteration. What after 1918 Marxism did for
Lukacs was not really to transform this triad of temporal phases, but rather to
give the intellectual a discipline (the dialectic) and a place (the essay) by and in
which to observe, manage, and clarify them. Instead of being subject to them, he
objectifies them, but only in writing. Whether discussing the novel or the
proletariat, Lukacs was actually discussing the coincidence of a particular
moment of these three phases with the particular form, static or dynamic, of its
understanding by consciousness. Lessing and Marx taught him to disentangle
these coincidences from the apparent disorder of events.

Consider the main problematics, even the idioms, to which Lukacs gave
currency. Most of them have less to do centrally with history than with
marginality and eccentricity vis-a-vis history, or with imputations about and
potentialities in history. Hence reification, proletariat class consciousness,
alienation, totality. In his work in the mid-1920s, Lukacs was also fascinated by
the disjunction between the vegetative (or natural) world and human life.



Marxism dramatized and specialized the reflections of time and history in human
awareness. Lukacs’s Marxist writing located the existentially unsatisfying
quality of time—its total mediacy, its corrosive ironies, its unending proleptic
features—and fixed it in identifiable categories. Yet whenever Lukacs discussed
reality, and desirable moments in reality such as the unity of subject and object,
he seemed at a remove from it, reflecting on its reflections. At best, he seemed to
imply, Marxism for him regulated an interchange between the individual or
group intellect and brute actuality; it did not overcome barriers; it dissolved them
by formalizing them almost infinitely, just as (paradoxically) proletarian
consciousness truly existed when a dehumanized atomism had both
dismembered and postponed all human solidarity. Only Marxist dialectic heavily
freighted with Hegel could cope with such rarefaction and negation; only
language used in such a way as to signify, and be the very way in which time
was a form of absence, not presence, could translate these predicaments.
“History is the history of the unceasing overthrow of the objective forms that
shape the life of man.”

In part, Lukacs’s combination of dogmatism with evasiveness was a result.
His involvement with politics throughout his career never had the focus of, say,
Gramsci’s until 1930, and Gramsci was the only other non-Russian Marxist
theoretician with Lukacs’s intellectual scope and power. But whereas Gramsci
had Italian culture, the Italian Communist Party, and Nuovo Ordine, despite his
later isolation and his quarrels with the Comintern, Lukacs was intermittently in
and out of Hungary, Hungarian, German, Germany, the Soviet Union, and
numerous journals, institutes, and academies all over Eastern and Western
Europe. Both men definitely were members of an adversary culture, but it has
never been easy to identify Lukacs with an objective situation or movement
within that culture, nor even to predict where—figuratively speaking—he was
going to be next.

I would call Lukacs’s movements para-Hegelian, since they always moved
not so much between antitheses and syntheses but away from immediacy and
toward a constantly future “totality.” Consider this passage from History and
Class Consciousness:

If the attempt is made to attribute an immediate form of existence to class consciousness, it is not
possible to avoid lapsing into mythology: the result will be a mysterious species-consciousness (as
enigmatic as the “spirits of the nations” in Hegel) whose relation to and impact upon the individual

consciousness is wholly incomprehensible. It is then made even more incomprehensible by a



mechanical and naturalistic psychology and finally appears as a demiurge governing historical
movement.

On the other hand, the growing class consciousness that has been brought into being through the
awareness of a common situation and common interests is by no means confined to the working
class. The unique element in its situation is that its surpassing of immediacy represents an
aspiration towards society in its totality regardless of whether this aspiration remains conscious or

unconscious for the moment.

The logic here is Hegelian in its dynamism, but more radical and political
both in its substance and in its pointing to the future than Hegel, and still more
radical and surprising than anyone (except the despised Nietzsche) in its thrust
into totality. This, Lukacs said, would happen by means of “the dialectical
process by which immediacies are constantly annulled and transcended.”

With the total intellectualism of such writing (and how carefully Lukacs
avoids power or taking power) goes a certain blankness. By that I mean simply
that the core of the argument about class consciousness can neither be proved
nor disproved. It expresses not so much a law as an ontological predilection for
annulment and transcendence as movements of life. It does not clearly show
improvement in the lot of a miserable proletariat; and it has little affective force.
Rather Lukacs seems, like Mann’s Aschenbach, to be thinking of stress (a closed
fist) relieved by another movement (an open fist), except that annulment and
transcendence for Lukacs are dialectical terms for total tension and total
aspiration which are themselves inherent in his universe. Here again Marxism
regulates for Lukacs; it holds him in check so that these total opposites do not fly
off into the blue. Class consciousness, something one does not possess but tries
to achieve, is the discrete social discipline of which history is the cosmic
illustration.

As he grew older Lukacs added another regulatory impulse to his work—the
technique of repudiation allied with the habit of republishing what was being
repudiated. This is no doubt part of a constant revision within his work that one
would expect from so formidably self-reflective a writer as Lukacs. So far as I
know, no one has studied the repudiations systematically; I myself have never
been able to understand the 1967 preface to History and Class Consciousness,
nor the 1926 review of Moses Hess, in which Lukacs attacked himself in Hess
for his “idealist dialectic.” Do such critiques recur at specifiable moments in the
career? Do they really cancel out, embellish, or extend the arguments to which
they are addressed, such as the one about nature being a social category? Are



they always attempts by Lukacs to make himself seem more orthodox? Are they
imaginative requirements of the dialectic itself? Do they not demonstrate how
auto-critique is another form of insistence, another text in the unending series of
commentaries upon commentaries, of reflections on reflections, by which
Lukacs kept himself alive?

These are especially relevant questions when we come to Lukacs’s aesthetics.
From start to finish art for Lukacs is reflection: of man, of society, of itself.
Depending on which moment in the career one chooses, Lukacs is arguing more
strongly for one over the other of these three as the object of art’s reflection. A
nice dialectical symmetry can be observed in those emphases. At the beginning
of his career he was concerned with genres reflecting, in a sense, on themselves;
as he treated it, the novel could be understood at so clarified a level of generality
as to be virtually speaking of itself to itself. At the end of his career he returns to
the ansich in aesthetics, but, as he says in the foreword to his Aesthetik (1963),
with radically opposed methods and attitudes.

Now the main category of art, its proper or inherent identity (Eigenart) so far
as a rigorous aesthetics is concerned, is speciality, particularity, concreteness
(Besonderheit); but this is neither magical, religious, nor transcendentally
unknowable. It is connected with man’s wholeness, and with history, objectively
and subjectively. In between these diametric early and late poles, Lukacs has
fleshed out the principal outlines of an ambitious Marxist critical practice.

The main features of this are well enough known. They include his work on
realism, modernism, irrationalism, existentialism, the historical novel, as well, of
course, as his numerous treatments of tendentiousness in art. Yet what is
especially significant about the late aesthetics is how Lukacs recapitulates and
resolves his major theses from the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s. The old disdain for
vulgar causation and unrefined mimetic directness remains. Impatience with
modernist irrationality, alienation, idealism (in all its guises) is strengthened.
Allegory is attacked, as is consumerism. The notions of extensive and intensive
totality are refined and deepened. Yet totality has now become the category
through which art overcomes infinite mediation, and it puts Lukacs firmly in
contact, for once, with bodily reality without embarrassment or hedging and with
an idea of “freedom from class society.” These are impressive reprises of early
themes. Novelties are an extended discussion of language (with the interesting
invention of Das Signalsystem I, a good indication of how aware Lukacs was of
semiotics) and a resolution of what Agnes Heller has called “the false dilemma
of receptivity.” On the other hand, the sections on music, film, ornamental art are



of debatable value. Yet the spirit of the work, its anthropocentric,
anthropomorphic current carrying forward Aristotelian criticism, is hopeful and
bears the evident imprint of Ernst Bloch, whose influence, along with Max
Weber’s, Lukacs frankly acknowledges.

As an achievement Lukacs’s Aesthetik is next to matchless in this century.
One thinks of Croce, or in literature of Ingarden’s Das Literarische Kunstwerk.
There are no Marxist analogies, although as far as applications of Marxist
principles go Lucien Goldmann’s Le Dieu caché still towers over the field.
Goldmann was a student and disciple of Lukacs. Very few writers are as focused
as Lukacs on the centrality and inclusiveness of the aesthetic experience, or on
its potential for engaging the whole man, society, and ennobling conceptions of
work. Lukacs tries to deal with everything as few would dare. What gives him
the confidence, I think, is neither his erudition nor a simple Marxist orthodoxy.
One factor is the realization hinted at broadly everywhere in the two volumes
that aesthetic behavior, being as it is a type (this is Weber) of human activity, can
represent human totality; art need not be everything if it can typify one symbolic
aspect of the whole. This, we might say, is Lukacs making abstract mediation
and marginality over into sensuous immediacy by virtue of the aesthetic sign and
the semiologic power of aesthetic form. Second, there is a wholly controlled
dialectic between the artwork and its circumstances: this dialectic is Lukacs’s
major achievement after years of experiment, and it allows him to steer
confidently between determinism and chance as forces building the artwork. In
other words, Lukacs has been able to systematize the processes by which reality
gets into and is reflected by art. Temporality by then seems infinitely less
problematic than before.



I

Conrad and Nietzsche

Conrad and yet admiring students of Schopenhauer. Each was
temperamentally in agreement with Schopenhauer’s pessimistic philosophy,
although each—in similar ways—was critical of its principal arguments.
Nietzsche did not believe that the Will was blind, nor did he think that it was
simply a Will to live. Rather he saw the Will as inclining always to the
acquisition of power; so too Conrad, for whom such men as Kurtz, Gould and
Nostromo were nothing if not willful and deliberately egoistic overreachers.
What troubled Nietzsche about Schopenhauer was the latter’s weakening before
the amoral picture of the world he had drawn. Whereas Nietzsche acknowledged
life’s uncompromising and inescapable disdain for either man or morality, he felt
that his once-revered teacher had devised a cowardly retreat from life by
preaching stoic withdrawal. Nietzsche’s repeated statements of this criticism are
echoed by Conrad’s treatment of Heyst in Victory, whose code of philosophic
disengagement from life is articulated only to be violated by Lena, Schomberg,
Mr Jones, and the others. These, plus a lifelong interest in Wagner, are part of a
common cultural patrimony shared by Nietzsche and Conrad.

There are a number of superficial resemblances between the Professor in The
Secret Agent and what is often referred to as the extreme nihilism of Nietzsche’s
philosophy. As the embodiment of an attitude uniting a total moral purity with
the will to absolute destruction, the Professor, it is true, seems like one result of
Conrad’s interest in radical paradoxes of human character—a result perhaps
refined, or even inspired, by a reading of Nietzsche. In his letter of October 26,
1899, to Garnett (written before The Secret Agent) Conrad speaks of having
received a copy of Garnett’s essay on Nietzsche;! so far as I know Conrad
simply mentions the essay twice and never again refers to it. But from his tone—
for instance, the passing reference to Nietzsche in “The Crime of Partition”—it
is arguable that Conrad was familiar with Nietzsche as the author of such ideas
as the will to power, the Overman, and the transvaluation of all values. There
may be more circumstantial evidence of actual borrowings to show how Conrad
not only read but made use of Nietzsche, but turning it up is not what I consider



to be the most interesting or useful way of considering the two writers together.
Rather, they are best read in terms of a common tradition of which Nietzsche,
always determined to spell things out in the smallest detail, is in many ways the
apogee. That such a tradition exists is a fact of European literature and thought,
and even though Conrad is a good deal less explicit about it than Nietzsche, I
think that one can find evidence for it in the fiction nonetheless.

Since my main concern is with showing similarities and affinities between
the two writers, I can only touch rather inadequately on the methodological and
historical question of why and in what manner Conrad and Nietzsche together
belong to this tradition. In other words, everything I shall write here might very
well be put into serious doubt by any rigorous attempt to define the common
field of play inhabited by Conrad and Nietzsche. Even to say that they both
inhabit a common field is, at least for Conradian criticism, to say something
fairly unusual. Conrad has been systematically treated as everything except a
novelist with links to a cultural and intellectual context. His politics, aesthetics,
and morality have been analyzed not as the products of thought, with roots in an
intellectual ambiance, but rather as a series of accidents that happened to a Pole
writing in England between the nineties and 1924. Why this critical failure is so,
for a novelist whose cultural range is after all so impressively vast, is a subject
for analysis in itself. Here I shall limit myself to describing the connections
between Conrad’s and Nietzsche’s thought, connections quite interesting enough
for their own sake.

For want of a better label to give the tradition to which I referred above, I
shall call it the radical attitude toward language. For Nietzsche, no less than for
Conrad, the life of language was the first fact of the writing life, of what Conrad
named the life of “the worker in prose.” In his early work, for example a set of
notebooks dating from January to July 1875, Nietzsche used the title
“philologist” to apply to great artists and thinkers capable of seeing and
articulating the sharpest truths, Goethe, Leopardi, Wagner, Schopenhauer. As his
thought developed through the late seventies and up to 1888, Nietzsche returned
constantly to the connection between the characteristics of language as a form of
human knowledge, perception, and behavior, and those fundamental facts of
human reality, namely will, power, and desire. All through the great series of
works he produced from Human, All Too Human (1878), through The Gay
Science (1882), Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883-92), Beyond Good and Evil
(1886), Genealogy of Morals (1887), Twilight of the Idols (1889), up to and
including the extraordinary set of posthumously published notes entitled The



Will to Power (1883-1888), Nietzsche examined language for its concealed
duplicity, and its alliance with power and rank, which he called perspective. As
early as 1873 he described truth in linguistic terms as follows:

What, then, is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphisms—in short, a
sum of human relations, which have been enhanced, transposed, and embellished poetically and
rhetorically, and which after long use seem firm, canonical, and obligatory to a people: truths are
illusions about which one has forgotten that this is what they are; metaphors which are worn out
and without sensuous power; coins which have lost their pictures and now matter only as metal, no
longer as coins.?

Nietzsche’s moral and historical transvaluations depend very greatly upon
insights such as this, which are a form of perspectival interpretation, treating
language as a tyrannical epistemological system.

Although he developed this position, with all its complex self-irony (since
Nietzsche was perfectly aware that his own work too was a perspectival fact of
language) beyond any other writer, the position itself is not original with
Nietzsche. Rather one ought to see it as a logical development out of the new
philology of the early nineteenth century, and of course out of the so-called
higher criticism of the Bible later in the century. Nietzsche’s affiliations with his
philological antecedents are too detailed to list here, but one main line of descent
from them can be pointed out. That is the discovery—made by numerous
investigators including Bopp, Grimm, von Humboldt, and the two Schlegels—
that there is no such thing as a first, or original, language, and nor is there a first
text. All human utterances are connected to each other, but not genealogically as
to a first language (most commonly believed to be the Hebrew spoken by God
and Adam in Eden); the connections between utterances are formal, lateral,
adjacent, complementary, systematic. In short, every utterance is a controlled,
disciplined, rule-coordinated variation on some other utterance. While it is
unique to human beings, language is an order of repetition, of creative repetition,
not of original speech. Thus every utterance interprets a prior utterance, is an
interpretation of an interpretation which no longer serves. More urgently still
Nietzsche saw human history as a battle of interpretations; for since man exists
without hope of getting to the first link in the chain of interpretations he must
present his own interpretation as if it were a secure meaning, instead merely of
one version of the truth. By doing so he forcibly dislodges another interpretation
in order to put another in its place. The struggle between interpretations
historically grasped is what Nietzsche considered the genealogy of morals to be



all about. As to the function of interpretation in a world of increasing becoming,
Nietzsche has this to say in 1885-1886:

“Interpretation,” the introduction of meaning—not “explanation” (inmost cases a new interpretation
over an old interpretation that has become incomprehensible, that is now itself only a sign). There
are no facts, everything is in flux, incomprehensible, elusive; what is relatively most enduring is—
our opinions.3

The extent to which such a view was carried by Nietzsche can be gathered
from the section subtitled “Our new ‘infinite’” of The Gay Science:

But I should think that today we are at least as far from the ridiculous immodesty that would be
involved in decreeing from our corner that perspectives are permitted only from this corner
[Nietzsche here rejects the position that takes all other positions as mere interpretation, implying
that this one is truth and not interpretation]. Rather the world has become “infinite” for us all over
again, inasmuch as we cannot reject the possibility that it may include infinite l'nterpretations.‘—1

If from one point of view therefore language heightens the “pathos of
distance”® between the user and brute reality, from another point of view
language makes common, betrays, coarsens human experience. Nietzsche’s
thesis from The Birth of Tragedy on was that melos is a more authentic
expression of reality than logos. The more highly developed consciousness is,
the more likely then that language will exceed simple communication between
men (need and distress cause men to want to communicate, and this desire
increases to a point where the power of communication is really an accumulated
subtlety exceeding actual need) and will be poor with regard to the
“incomparably personal, unique, and infinitely individual.”®

This difficult paradox, that language is at once excess and poverty, stands
very near the heart of Nietzsche’s work and, I believe, plays a considerable role
in Conrad’s handling of narrative language and technique. This view of language
as perspective, interpretation, poverty, and excess is the first of three ways in
which Conrad and Nietzsche can be brought together. Elsewhere I have
commented on Conrad’s habit of employing reported, or secondary, speech by
which to convey the tale;” in this he is like Nietzsche averring that all language
is an interpretation of an interpretation. Moreover, the transformation of
narrative time from the linear to, in Conrad’s major work, the multiple, bears
witness to Nietzsche’s general obsession with the past, and to the observation
made in Wir Philologen that man is “a multiplication of many pasts.”® Yet



despite this conviction such Conradian narrators as Marlow are always
reminding their audience that what is being said can never capture the true
essence of the action that took place. Though Conrad’s stated aesthetic rested on
his avowal to make the reader see, with few exceptions what the reader
remembers is a sustained effort to make words tell, even as it is frequently
evident that words are ultimately inadequate, so special and eccentric is the
experience.

I do not think it is incorrect to understand the peculiar genius of Conradian
narrative—especially in such standard-setting works as Heart of Darkness—as
in many ways arriving at a number of the same discoveries formulated by
Nietzsche. Of course Conrad’s tone is rarely like Nietzsche’s; no one should
underestimate the difference between the startling aphoristic gaiety cultivated by
Nietzsche and Conrad’s frequent solemnity and affected garrulity, which often
seems at a loss for exactness. (There are occasional similarities: for example, the
Schadenfreude of “An Outpost of Progress” or the cutting sarcasm of The Secret
Agent.) Yet to be stopped by the difference is no more correct than speaking
indiscriminately of their common nihilism. Both writers are too uncommonly
detailed in their technique and in the presentation of their views for that. But
what has often passed for an adequate literary account of the Conradian, or for
that matter the Jamesian, interest in narrative presentation, the use of multiple
point of view, the overlaying of one narrative by another, the enveloping of an
inner by an outer frame—all this seems, I think, better accounted for when
Nietzsche’s work is read as relying upon a set of working attitudes toward
language shared in common with Conrad. And of these attitudes the one seeing
utterance as inevitably and endlessly leading to another, without recourse to a
single originating or unequivocally privileged first fact—this is, I think, the
major point in common. What matters in Conrad is what Nietzsche called
interior “polyphony of effort.”? Kurtz and Jim and Nostromo are finally no more
important than the meditation and the reflection and the language they stimulate.
They are posited in a way as fundamentally unknowable. It is left for the
narrative to deliver them, not in themselves, but as they are from many
perspectives. Narrative does not explain, it introduces plural meanings where
none had been before—at the heart of darkness. One passage from The Gay
Science describes the Conradian enterprise in Heart of Darkness.

What is originality? To see something that has no name as yet and hence cannot be mentioned

although it stares us all in the face. The way men usually are, it takes a name to make something



visible for them. Those with originality have for the most part also assigned names.

What Marlow does in the tale is precisely—or as precisely as he can—to
name something which has no name; he does this in order for it to be seen. This
too is Kurtz’s distinction at the end: to have judged, identified, named the horror
even if that horror is less a thing than a thing said. The economic literalness of
how Conrad does this is remarkable indeed, the more so I think in that it
resembles Nietzsche’s way too. More often than not Conrad’s narratives are
delivered by men whose professional standpoint in life is learned, contemplative,
even medical in the sense that a physician is a doctor whose compassion
includes the capacity for understanding as well as the perspective seeing
humanity as an affliction. These narrators, reporters, conveyors of special
insights not only tell a story but also inevitably create an audience even as they
fashion their tale: Lord Jim and Heart of Darkness are perfect examples, with
their select group of listeners, and their carefully devised barriers between one or
another temporal, declarative, and physical level. Is not this exactly a major fact
of Conrad’s style, this elaborate strategy for the controlled play of meaning in
language, this scenic design for utterances delivering and withholding “original”
truths? Here is Nietzsche discussing the process:

One does not only wish to be understood when one writes; one wishes just as surely not to be
understood. It is not by any means necessarily an objection to a book when anyone finds it
impossible to understand: perhaps that was part of the author’s intention—he did not want to be
understood by just “anybody.” All the nobler spirits and tastes select their audience when they wish
to communicate; and choosing that, one at the same time erects barriers against “the others.” All
the more subtle laws of any style have their origin at this point: they at the same time keep away,
create a distance, forbid “entrance,” understanding, as said above—while they open the ears of
those whose ears are related to ours.1!

Yet even to those “related” ears there are mysteries which Conrad’s language
does not finally reveal, for all its effusiveness and breadth. His narratives are
dotted with disclaimers such as “there are no words for the sorts of things I
wanted to say.” These, I think, are appeals from logos to melos, from what
Nietzsche called the net of language to a lyrical domain that words cannot
penetrate. “We have emancipated ourselves from fear of reason, the ghost that
haunted the eighteenth century: we again dare to be absurd, childish, lyrical—in
one word: ‘we are musicians.””12 The virtuosity of Conrad’s language, even
when it has offended critics by its untidy sprawls and rhetorical emptiness,



regularly carries with it eloquent indications that language is not enough.
“Compared with music all communication by words is shameless; words dilute
and brutalize; words depersonalize; words make the uncommon common.”!2
The lyrical evocativeness of the scene between Marlow and Kurtz’s intended
unmistakably gestures toward that mysterious musical realm of intoxication,
unreason, and danger:

... and the sound of her low voice seemed to have the accompaniment of all the other sounds, full
of mystery, desolation, and sorrow, I had ever heard—the ripple of the river, the soughing of the
trees swayed by the wind, the murmurs of the crowds, the faint ring of incomprehensible words
cried from afar, the whisper of a voice speaking from beyond the threshold of an eternal

darkness. 14

The second rapprochement between Nietzsche and Conrad is their sense of
intellectual adventure and with it, their discovery of the inevitable antitheses
everywhere to be found in human existence. In Conrad, the form of his tales
enacts the dialectic between two opposed impulses, one, that of what Nietzsche
calls the man who wants knowledge, and who “must again and again abandon
the terra firma where men live and venture into the uncertain”; and two, “the
impulse which desires life [and which] must again and again grope its way
toward a more or less secure place where it can find a purchase.”l® In The
Mirror of the Sea Conrad described these impulses as landfall and departure,
experiences of the sea with obvious pertinence to such excursions into the
unknown as Heart of Darkness, or such willful adventures as those of Jim and
Nostromo and returns to “civilization” and life as are contained in Marlow’s
retrospective ruminations.

But even this dual movement from one antipode to the other is rooted in the
sort of logic formulated in linguistic terms that makes the violent postscript of
Kurtz’s report not so unacceptable an aberration as it appears. In Beyond Good
and Evil Nietzsche argued that the distinctions between such qualities as good
and evil or such concepts as cause and effect are “pure concepts, that is to say ...
conventional fictions for the purpose of designation and communication—not
for explanation.”l® A better way of understanding these concepts is by
psychology—Nietzsche everywhere employs psychology in conjunction with
metaphors of depth and penetration—which alone can enter the place where one
can see how values are created by strength of will, no matter how contradictory
is the material from which they are made. Words bear evidence of this kind of



creation; at no point can a word be said necessarily to refer to a fixed concept or
object like “good” or “reasonable.” Similarly, Marlow’s journey into the heart of
darkness is everywhere characterized by dislocations in psychological sense
caused by the displacement of habitual values, objects, meanings from one place
to another. At bottom, literally, much of the strangeness in the tale is attributed to
Kurtz, whose power has been precisely to create free from the logical, social,
and grammatical constraints holding back everyone else. This is also Jim’s
achievement in Patusan. Language—as Nietzsche first found out in his early
studies of Greek civilization—enables the cohabitation of total opposites, as
when it is possible for a modern philologist to envision Greek tragedy as one
aspect of Wagner’s artwork of the future. Underneath words seethes a potential
will to power, bringing forward evil with knowledge or an insight such as “and
this also was one of the dark places of the earth.” Nietzsche’s thesis, argued for
the first time in Human, All Too-Human, is that the sheer honesty of the free
spirit pays no heed to conventions separating things or words from their
opposite. Every coin has another face; this must be acknowledged, just as
Kurtz’s light of progress is sustained at exactly the same level and with the same
degree of intensity as the darkness.

It would be inadvisable, I think, to call this second rapprochement between
Conrad and Nietzsche their common nihilism. For one, Nietzsche’s nihilism is
no simple thing; indeed, he makes numerous distinctions between types of
nihilism, between pessimism, romanticism, decadence, and nihilism, and it is
altogether unclear to me whether even in Book One, “European Nihilism,” of
The Will to Power he applies the adjective “nihilistic” to himself. There is not
much doubt on the other hand that both he and Conrad believed the world to be
devoid of anything except spectacular value. Such a belief, to quote Nietzsche, is
“the last form of nihilism ... [and] includes disbelief in any metaphysical world
and forbids itself any belief in a time [as opposed to becoming] world. Having
reached this standpoint, one grants the reality of becoming as the only reality,
forbids oneself every kind of clandestine access to afterworlds and false
divinities—but cannot endure this world though one does not want to deny it.”
As to the world itself, there is a striking resemblance, not accidental I am sure,
between Conrad’s famous letters to Cunningham Graham, dated December 20,
1897, and January 14, 1898, on the knitting machine, and this last item in The
Will to Power:

This world: a monster of energy, without beginning, without end; a firm, iron magnitude of force



that does not grow bigger or smaller, that does not expend itself but only transforms itself; as a
whole of unalterable size, a household without expenses or losses, but likewise without increase or
income; enclosed by “nothingness” as by a boundary; not something blurry or wasted, not
something endlessly extended, but set in a definite space as a definite force, and not a space that
might be “empty” here or there, but rather as force throughout, as a play of forces and waves of
forces, at the same time one and many, increasing here and at the same time decreasing there; a sea
of forces flowing and rushing together, eternally changing, eternally flooding back, with
tremendous years of recurrence, with an ebb and a flood of its forms; out of the simplest forms
striving towards the most complex, out of the stillest, most rigid, coldest forms towards the hottest,
most turbulent, most self-contradictory, and then again returning home to the simple out of this
abundance, out of the play of contradictions back to the joy of concord, still affirming itself in this
uniformity of its courses and its years, blessing itself as that which must return eternally, as a
becoming that knows no satiety, no disgust, no weariness: this, my Dionysian world of the eternally
self-creating, the eternally self-destroying ... without goal.... This world is the will to power—and

nothing besides! And you yourselves are also this will to power—and nothing besides!1®

Nietzsche had expressed similar views in The Gay Science, section 109,
cautioning against attributing “aesthetic anthropomorphisms”—that is, “order,
arrangement, form, beauty, wisdom”—to the world.12

So far as the writer is concerned such a view of the world entails no simple
acceptance of it, but rather an acknowledgment that values are created, just as
words in a text are also created, by human force. Conrad’s confession that
writing for him was the conversion of force into words bears this
acknowledgment out. A more problematic consequence, however, is that a
highly patterned many-leveled narrative structure of the type I discussed earlier
is also an act of will, in which the care expended upon making the structure firm
runs the risk of being effaced when the distinctions sustaining the structure
collapse into equals. This occurs notably in the final sentences of Heart of
Darkness where Conrad uses exactly the same words to describe the setting at
the Thames estuary that he had used for the African scenes. In other words, we
can find instances of repetition whose function is to reduce the difference
between one value, one place or time and another, to an absolute identity. In
Nostromo, for example, all the men—for all their differences in character and
temperament—are slaves of the recurrent power of the silver mine.

This alternation between difference and repetition brings me to my third and
final instance of the similarity between Conrad and Nietzsche. Conrad’s
narratives for the most part (this is especially true of the earlier work up till



Under Western Eyes) flirt quite deliberately with enigma and “inconclusive
experience.” What starts out as a tale bearing hope for some conclusion, some
teleology, turns out either not to reveal the secrets for which the reader searches,
or to minimize the distinction between the exceptional, masterful egoistic hero
and “us,” the comparatively herd-like remainder of mankind. In both cases of
course Conrad’s method, I said earlier, is to employ reported, or secondary,
speech. Such a narrative tactic has the effect of transforming novelty into
recurrence; as Nietzsche said, “the great dice game of existence ... must pass
through a calculable number of combinations.”?® Here both Nietzsche and
Conrad are part of a very pervasive nineteenth-century European tradition of
philosophic repetition to be found in Kierkegaard, Marx, and later, Freud;
paradoxically, there are as many different philosophies of repetition as there are
philosophers describing repetition, so it would be wrong to impose a strict
identity of views upon Conrad and any one of the others. But what demands
notice is this tendency in Conrad—and in Nietzsche insofar as his view of the
world as repeatable force coincides with Conrad’s—to move his characters and
his narrative structures unceasingly from a reliance on novelty, exceptionality,
egoism, exoticism to a perspective where after all they are repetitive instances of
some common, all too-human pattern. So in Heart of Darkness we recognize that
the tale’s difficulty is precisely the unmediated co-presence in it of the untoward
and the altogether unprecedented, with the familiar, the habitual, and the
ordinary. This co-presence is situated on every level, on that of action, language,
and character. How much of Marlow’s discomfiture in Africa is due to seeing,
for example, routine office duties performed in the remotest jungle as if in a
London office. The narrative pries the habitual from its normal surroundings and
applies it to new ones, which in turn must be apprehended and described by a
language telling us that things are not so different after all: must we not
remember that here is another one of Marlow’s “inconclusive experiences,” that
“this also was one of the dark places of the earth,” and so on?

“There are moments when one’s past came back to one, as it will sometimes
when you have not a minute to spare to yourself; but it came in the shape of an
unrestful and noisy dream, remembered with wonder amongst the overwhelming
realities of this strange world of plants, and water, and silence.”?! The alternation
is typically Conradian: from present, to past, to present again—never forward
into the dawn, as we would have moved in Nietzsche’s case. Whereas Nietzsche
attached the greatest explicit importance to conceiving eternal recurrence as an
aspect of the future, Conrad’s obsession with the past kept him in a tighter orbit



of past and present, one repeating the other without respite. The two great
European writers separate at this point. One can speculate that Conrad’s deepest
commitment as a writer is to the narrative form, which of itself finds the
recurrence of past and present normal and congenial. Nietzsche, the superb
aphorist who worked in the mode of LaRochefoucauld, Chamfort, and
Lichtenberg, uses language to thrust and probe further from what is expected,
despite the wholly admitted belief in eternal recurrence. Conrad is the less daring
of the two, although—and this is one of those seeming contradictions of art that
Nietzsche was a genius enough to appreciate, even as he denigrated the novel—
he is no less of a European event than his contemporary Nietzsche. No one could
have written such works as Heart of Darkness, with their suggestive
dramatization of changes in state of mind, and have not been sensitively attuned
to the whole psychological culture of late nineteenth-century Europe. It is hard
to fault Conrad, as D. H. Lawrence did, for not going far enough. After all, both
Conrad and Nietzsche permanently modified our confident sense of aesthetic and
psychological direction. Why it was done differently by a novelist and a
philosopher and how it was done are questions that should not be confused. But
as we answer both questions separately we cannot deny that it was done.
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8

Vico on the Discipline of Bodies and Texts

Although Vico’s style is a very learned and bookish one, what it frequently
describes is quite physical. With the adjective “poetic,” for example, Vico was
able to bring into The New Science a fairly wide repertoire of passionate, and
sometimes violent, physical behavior, including copulation, bodily abuse of
many sorts, and such outdoor activities as planting, building, and traveling. His
Autobiography begins and ends with two remarkable physical descriptions that
impress upon the reader a sense of Vico’s existence as having had an
unmistakable bodily tone, in spite of his cerebral career. First he tells us that as a
boy of seven he fell head first from the top of a ladder; having recovered, despite
the doctor’s discouraging prognosis that he would either die or become an idiot,
Vico consequently acquired a melancholy and irritable temperament. The last
thing he tells about himself is that his New Science gave him the enjoyment of
life, liberty, and honor, achieved because he enjoyed adversity, which presented
him with “so many occasions for withdrawing to his desk, as to his high
impregnable citadel to meditate and to write further works which he was wont to
call ‘so many noble acts of vengeance against his detractors.’”? Thus in The New
Science Vico writes in a scholarly way about human history whose features are
clear in matrimony, agriculture, war, burial, and festivity; and similarly in his
Autobiography Vico sees his personal intellectual history as understandable in
terms of not always ennobling physical behavior. Both works quite openly rub
the philologists’ and philosophers’ noses in what Yeats calls “the uncontrollable
mystery on the bestial floor.”

Yet what usually goes with these physical and bodily experiences is some
attempt at control over them. Vico’s notions about education illustrate this
perfectly. Education deals with the young, who are lively, energetic animals.
Instead of advocating a program that breaks the young temperament, Vico
encourages instead the enhancement of its best qualities while—he says in The
New Science (338)>—reducing them to duty (the original says “di ridurre in
ufizio,” which suggests putting to work, making responsible and settled). The
same view, that man educates himself and thus begets his own history and



society by bridling his physical passions, enables Vico to construct his vivid
account of the earliest, youthful stages of human “gentile” existence. As for such
relatively abstract products of intellect as meaning, that comes when words “are
carried from bodies and from the properties of bodies” and made to serve a
stable signifying purpose (237). Vico is everywhere deliberately playing upon
the physical, material bases of human reason, and not only because he knows
that discipline really begins when you make a method out of giving the body
civilized things to do, but also because the body’s outlines seem always to
interpose themselves between his eyes and the books he either reads or writes.
So rather than dispel the body he emphasizes its presence to himself and to
others, as, like a trained soldier, it transforms walking into marching, or sitting
into combat alert. There is a perfect epitome of this early in the Autobiography.
As a boy

during the summer, he would sit down at his desk at nightfall; and his good mother, after rousing
from her first slumber and telling him for pity’s sake to go to bed, would often find that he had
studied until daybreak. This was a sign that as he grew older in the study of letters he would

vigorously maintain his reputation as a scholar.2

Vico’s predilection for associating youth and physical vitality with the
important first stages of human existence is dramatically symbolized by his
giants. Their size and impressive presence to his mind’s eye is the first
characteristic of what he would call poetic or heroic man. Indeed, as we know
from his oration on the heroic mind, it was extended exertion like that of a
gymnast, and prolonged self-discipline like that of a clerical ascetic, and the
good flowing from those which he associated with heroism, not necessarily what
we would call either nobility or bravery. When he came to organizing his New
Science he could not relinquish his hold upon the body; the “elements” he
enumerated at the outset will “course” through the book like blood in animate
bodies. Gradually the vision of an animal body associates itself with notions of
animation, as well as with the whole complex of words having to do with life
(anima, animare, ingegno, and so forth), and with notions of disciplined
movement, of which corso and ricorso are obviously the principal ones. Thus
Vico’s writing itself is enlivened when rarefied realms—such as truth or
meaning—are shown to have those physical bases which conventional
scholarship all but eliminates. His etymological habits are a form of “retro-
signification” that drives meanings back to the bodies from whence originally



they came.? This is anti-Cartesian atavism with a vengeance.

The cost of this to Vico’s didactic aims in The New Science is perhaps too
high. No reader needs to be reminded of how peculiarly organized the book is,
nor of how eccentric in the alternation of opacity with blinding force, of
directness with interminable and digressive detail, is its style. For that I think we
must blame not only Vico’s lonely, eccentric originality, but also his insight that
there is always something outside mere logical sense to be engaged and dealt
with when human reality is discussed. This is the body, whose untidy,
immediate, sprawling largeness becoming intelligent and fit for social history is
Vico’s real subject. Vico inevitably seems not to be in full control of what he
says, nor to be fully aware of what he is all about. This is partly because the
body is his source of knowledge, a body, it is true, diminished in its original size,
compelled into discipline, educated into intelligent behavior. The
anthropomorphization of knowledge, against which Nietzsche was later to rebel,
is Vico’s project, even if civilization progresses (if that is the word) from the
body to impersonal institutions. Yet in writing about this progress Vico’s
unhappy style also communicates a loss of immediacy, as if the prolixity of
descriptive language trying to recapture the bodily directness of “poetic” thought
were a demonstration of mind trying unsuccessfully and inelegantly to recover
glad animal movement.

For the literary critical theorist of today Vico’s type of atavism is usefully
suggestive in other ways. We are too comfortable I think with the idea of a
literary text as inhabiting a dimensionless, uncircumstanced, and even sexless
element, purged of every worldly evidence except the sovereignty of its author,
vulnerable to the whimsy of ingenious interpretation and system building.2
Vico’s way with texts is principally to push them back into the human struggles
from which they emerge. But no less important is Vico’s methodological anti-
theorizing. If he forces one to see the gross physical circumstances from which a
text emerges—remember how he says that “fables in their origin were true and
severe narrations, when mythos, fable, was defined as vera narratio. But because
they were originally for the most part gross, they gradually lost their original
meanings, were then altered, subsequently became improbable, after that
obscure, then scandalous, and finally incredible ... [and] were received by
Homer in this corrupt and distorted form” (814)—he is also perfectly capable of
knowing that the rarefying or theorizing of texts is inevitable. He recognizes that
no matter how much the atavist reveals about a text’s physical origins, the
theorist will begin by disregarding the text’s “incredible” subject-matter in order



to concentrate happily on its form, or its figures, or his form and figures. Rather
than simply opposing this formalistic prejudice, Vico shows that it too has a
history, that theoretical reflection was once something else, just as Homer’s
poems too were not always believed to be the work “of a calm, cultivated, and
gentle philosopher” (828).

The New Science is everywhere a reminder that scholars hide, overlook, or
mistreat the gross physical evidences of human activity, including their own. Yet
what surprises one, I think, is Vico’s tolerant attitude toward either theory or
systems, particularly, but not exclusively, rationalistic ones. He suspects them
both, but we cannot say that he disdains either. Neither does he feel that the
happy theorist or inspired system builder is patently mistaken just because each
is more concerned with his ideas at the expense of whatever in the text might
contradict them. Vico was too strong an egotist to make that criticism; certainly
he believed that forceful observation and theorizing were acts of personal power,
for which canonical authority or institutional prestige were no substitute. What
he sees in a theory or a system, however, is paradoxically its capacity, or not, for
assimilating physical detail, which either lights it up (as when Vico himself
theorizes about the true Homer and Dante and adds physical details to these
bloodless fictions) or does not (as when Vico says that there is no hope of getting
to first principles from books written directly out of the conceit of nations or of
scholars [330]). For Vico it is one thing for theory or systems as forms of
reflective mental fiction to take in, or even engender, contradicting sense
impressions. It is quite another for a theory to harden into institutional obstinacy,
which must be circumvented or modified at all costs.

Yet even the most fanatically believed-in conceits, however, are not neglected
by Vico. He is sagely aware that if it is true that ideas can become rigid
obsessions it is no less true that they were once passionate imaginings stemming
from responses to physical existence. A canonical text, venerated blindly as an
unchanging document by university professors, can still be made to appear a
historical and dynamic process, as Vico showed with Roman Law. The important
thing is to persuade students that this dynamic, passionate history exists, and
Vico was not a professor of eloquence for nothing. But we begin to sense here
how thin the dividing line is between what is and what can be made to be in
Vico’s work. He rarely pronounces on the limits of “invention,” going so far in
fact as to heap on the smallest point mountains of semibogus etymological
evidence. Like his “first theological poets” seeing Jove everywhere, Vico gives
animate substance to everything. Retranslated Iovis omnia plena might just as



well be “Vico floods all things with passion.” We will be less impressed with the
evidence cited by Vico on the origins of names (433) than we will be by his
virtuosity in marshalling disparate bits of learning into a coherent, if factitious,
argument. The discipline of such arguments is to be found in how poetically
inspiring they are, and Vico must take credit for that, not some reusable scientific
method.

Its claims to scholarship and rigor notwithstanding, The New Science
therefore seems to legitimize not impersonal method but personal inspiration,
and a particularly unscrupulous one at that. What matters to Vico in short is not
what evidence is there, but rather what evidence you can invent, or put there, or
“find” topically, quite apart from whether it is scientifically true or completely
understood. Verum and factum are genuinely interchangeable for Vico. The use
of a theory is what it enables one to produce in the way of physical evidence,
just as Vico’s incredible productivity with the allegorical emblem for his work
engenders meanings for it no other person was likely to find in it. The famous
maxim about how knowing is making leaves the expected sequence or even
dialectic of knowledge in a shambles. What is important about theory is not what
it can explain, but how much it can assimilate, which turns out to be the same as
how much one can produce from it, despite contradictions or logic.

I seem to have reversed my first point about Vico’s atavistic method. From
seeing his work as an attempt to force theory back into gross physical
beginnings, I now have him using theory instead to manufacture a whole private
vision of things, in much the same way he uses the adjective “poetic” to pull one
“state” after another from out of his scholarly imagination. In the first case with
which I began this essay, theory or system—and I shall use the two words to
mean an abstract “seeing” or explanation from above of a mass of experiences—
are forced to encounter the body, which they have ignored. Thus the academy is
sent back to the huts and forests for its instruction: atavism. In the second case, a
theory or system in the hands of an imperious intellect like Vico’s encounters a
petrified landscape which it proceeds to move by filling the space with activity
and objects: invention.

I do not believe that we increase our esteem for Vico by arguing that these
two seemingly antithetical attitudes, one atavistic, the other frankly creative, are
reconcilable. His reader must do the reconciling, if that can be done. My
impression is that Vico liked both ways of dealing with history and used them
both without being able to forge a made-up via media, a concession to logical
argument. He seems quite at ease with contradiction, which is not to say,



however, that he was careless of making meaning: quite the contrary. To the
contemporary critic he is most interesting as a maker of meaning,® as a
disciplinarian of meaning for whom intelligence, like a body dancing, is a very
particular activity. If now we follow Vico’s demonstrations of how intelligence
works, and how language operates, we can arrive, I think, at a useful scheme for
understanding how at least one kind of meaning, textual meaning, is compatible
with Vico’s atavism and with his “creative” method. For Vico’s interest in
discipline, which is The New Science’s manifest subject, has more to do with
discipline as the text’s existence in culture than as the critic’s method. But this
will be clear from what I will be saying.

Vico quotes Aristotle’s observation, Nihil est in intellectu quin prius fuerit in
sensu. Then he adds: “the mind uses intellect when, from something it senses, it
fathers something which does not fall under the senses; and this is the proper
meaning of the Latin verb intelligere” (363). As some commentators have
pointed out,” Vico’s use of the word intelligence has at least two different
meanings, and this is important for Vico’s theory of the relation between
epistemology and institutional development. Yet early in The New Science, in the
section on Poetic Wisdom which is where intelligere is defined above, Vico is
doing something of relevance to the critic of texts for whom the questions of
theory and physical evidence, of real evidence versus made-up evidence, of
method versus inspiration are important. Intelligere is an activity out of which a
discipline can develop. This is where we can begin now to appreciate Vico’s
insight into humanistic discipline, where the problem of theory and practice too
often degenerates into one sort of institutional or mentalistic excess or another.

Vico is concerned with what happens to sense impressions in the mind given
the overwhelming preponderance of body. He associates intelligence with a kind
of escape-and-rescue operation, by which the mind gathers and holds on to
something that does not fall under the senses, even though that “something”
could not come into being without the body and sense experience. Intelligence
turns out to be a later word for divinare, prohibited amongst the Hebrews, but the
source of all wisdom amongst the gentile nations. The difference between
intelligere and divinare is not fully clear, yet Vico seems consistent in
associating intelligence with modern philosophers, divination with the barbaric
poets. One is an operation of intellect, the other of will and desire, but at bottom
both take out something more than a sense impression from a sense experience.
They take it out and they maintain it, which necessarily gives it a different form.
The sum total of all these “something mores” is commanded by wisdom, acting



through the agency of disciplines whose job it is to recover these “something
mores” for use by wisdom.

Now we must see how Vico applies this to the production of the first ideas,
which were myths of course, and ultimately to the making of coherent sign-
systems, or texts. The greatest as well as the first feat of mythical divination is
Jove, King, “father of men and gods.” He is the central poetic figure, the first
powerful coherence of signs to emerge out of the primitive imagination as it
encounters a natural occurrence—thunder clap—of overpowering sensuous
force. What in this occurrence is not assimilable to the senses is “something
more,” a nameless force the senses can neither identify nor control, but which
nevertheless must be identified and controlled. Why? Vico does not say, except
allusively, why that need is felt, yet his choice of details for Jove’s attributes
gives a certain number of clues. “The first men, who spoke by signs, naturally
believed that lightning bolts and thunder claps were signs made to them by Jove;
whence from nuo, to make a sign, came numen, the divine will, by an idea more
than sublime and worthy to express the divine majesty” (397). Here too we note
the sense impression and something more: the making of a sign, nuo, followed
by what escapes from, extends the sign past the immediate sense experience of
making it, numen. A little later Vico demonstrates how Jove the savior, Soter,
receives the epithet Stator, “stayer or establisher.” This parallels two other
Jovian labels, optimus and maximus. Thus simultaneously Vico describes the
creation of Jove by man, as well as the distancing of that creation from the
immediate sense impression out of which it derived. Here we must note that
numen, Soter, Stator, optimus, and maximus are details, and follow an order, that
are Vico’s own; Jove certainly had all these distinctions, but Vico puts them
together on his own in what is an unconventional way.

All this is not a theory of linguistic origins, but it can act as a theory of any
linguistic sign system or object which acquires a certain presence and duration.
In making a sign or in believing one is made to you, you are involved in more
than the exchange of vivid sense impression: so Vico says. The first men
“naturally believe” that the claps and bolts were signs made to them because
they speak by signs, yet nowhere does Vico say how they got into the habit of
using signs among themselves: it is merely natural. What is not natural, but
poetic—the difference is crucial—is the ascription of nuo to the thunder clap,
which subsequently draws forth the idea of numen. For their own sign language
nuo is presumably enough: the sign is immediately consumed in use. But to
locate a stable meaning to which one can revert, they must impute numen to a



sign in the same way that they convert an unprecedented natural occurrence into
a sign for them. Vico’s description is difficult to follow very closely since he
shifts back and forth from seeing the primitives as makers of Jove to seeing them
as Jove’s subjects; the point, of course, is that by making Jove they implicate
themselves in his realm. This mutually limiting network is not only religious, but
as Vico says, it is cultural and civil, and it has a certain persistent discipline to it.

What matters to the historian of culture are not random occurrences but
enduring events, events that have a continuing historical, material, and
recoverable existence in human society. The great storm produces a sign of Jove
in the primitive mind, but more important, it produces a way for the sign to save
the memory and to last a great deal longer and more productively than noise and
light usually do. The genius of this formulation for the world of cultural
documents is that it does two things. First, it makes the sign and the sense
impression coterminous but not reducible “naturally” to each other. Second, it
associates the sign’s preservation equally a) with its having been saved from the
immediacy of sense (its negative aspect) and b) with the sign’s staying or
establishing of its own mode of disciplined persistence (its positive aspect).
These things do not happen naturally; they occur when the senses cannot control
everything before them. Similarly, I would argue that for us to speak of language
as willing, preserving, or establishing itself is to speak of how a text is in time
and space, where it is in time and space, what it is being in time and space for.

To the theoretician of a text such descriptions bring to mind those worldly
institutions by which a text maintains itself and for which it plays a role. In other
words, the appearance, dissemination, circulation, preservation, currency,
recurrency, and disappearance of a text are principal functions of a text, as much
as are the physical circumstances of its production, its internal coherence, and
the possible meanings derived from it. The whole didactic effort of Vico’s
understanding of what texts are drives us to realize that by investigating the
text’s more-than-sensuous dimension, its disseminative and staying capacities,
we are no longer talking about a simple world in which evidence is either there
or not there. The same is true of language, since signs are not simple presences
but creating and created networks of relations. For the literary theorist, then, the
text’s being is not natural, just as after the first men engender Jove neither they
nor Jove simply are. Jove is bound to them as much as they are to him. The text
is in culture as is its reader; neither text nor reader is “free” arbitrarily to produce
meaning since, as we said earlier, both are part of a regulating network that
exists whenever and wherever texts, like any group of signs, exist.



Therefore the discipline of a text is how the immediacy from which it
originally derived is translated into permanence and transmitted in and by
culture. Jove is born not just as a more-than-human god, but as a father. He
produces everything else, including his rivals, yet the whole network, like that of
a text holding in its readers and even its most willful interpretive distorters,?
inheres in the still larger network, which after all is material, historical human
society. For Vico the world of men is like a text, and vice versa. Both come from
the body in an act of inspired divination by which inert objects, random marks,
become sign systems; as sensuous immediacy is lost intellectual and aesthetic
powers are gained: Jove, like the great sacred text, becomes optimus and
maximus. Out of these divine-royal-paternal texts—and how powerfully Vico
saw that for both its readers and its author the text fills the world—come the
institutions of culture, of readers and writers of more texts. Thus a new body
develops, a distorted new politeia (371), of diminished stature when compared
with the giant forms from which originally it came, as Ius is a contraction of Ious
(398). In this new textual corpus Vico the philologist found a discipline which is
more, rather than less, rigorous for its physical antecedents and beginnings.
When Vico spoke of the “concrete and complex order of human civil
institutions” (1026), it is this discipline he had in mind.

Notes
. The Autobiography of Giambattista Vico, trans. Max H. Fisch and Thomas G. Bergin (Ithaca: Cornell
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Systéme dont Derrida est aujourd’hui le représentant le plus décisif, en son ultime éclat:
réduction des pratiques discursives aux traces textuelles: élision des événements qui s’y
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textes pour n’avoir pas a analyser les modes d’implication du sujet dans les discours;
assignation de 1’originaire comme dit et non dit dans le texte pour ne pas replacer les pratique
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de maniére tres visible, se manifeste. Pédagogie qui enseigne a 1’éléve qu’il n’y a rien hors du
texte, mais qu’en lui, en ses interstices, dans ses blancs et ses non-dits, regne la réserve de
I’origine; qu’il n’est donc point nécessaire d’aller chercher ailleurs, mais qu’ici méme, ni point
dans les mots certes, mais dans les mots comme natures, dans leur grille, se dit “le sens de
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’étre.” Pédagogie qui inversement donne a la voix des maitres cette souveraineté sans limite

qui lui permet indéfiniment de redire le texte. (p. 602)
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Tourism among the Dogs

Legally deprived of extensive quotation from Orwell’s work, Peter Stansky
and William Abrahams have nevertheless pressed on not only to finish a two-
part biography, entitled Orwell: The Transformation, which they began in 1972
when The Unknown Orwell was published, but also to bring to an end their study
of British writers in the thirties who were involved in the Spanish Civil War.
(Journey to the Frontier, 1966, was about John Cornford and Julian Bell.) Not
that more facts, more analyses of his mind and work, would have prevented
Orwell’s provinciality, his narrow view of life, his cheerless reporting from
coming through, as indeed those things come through here in this carefully
admiring, small-scaled study.

The case for him could not be made better than Stansky and Abrahams make
it, that is, with his stubborn professionalism and the “natural” white style he
perfected winning out in the hierarchy of virtues over his supposed political
savvy or intellectual conscience. They make no attempt to hide Orwell’s
astonishingly apolitical awareness of his world—Gordon Comstock, the hero of
Keep the Aspidistra Flying, they remark, is “only fitfully aware of the hundreds
of thousands of unemployed ... and he is equally indifferent to any sort of
political solution to the evils of the money world from which he is in flight”—
nor to pretend that as a novelist he is on a level with Kipling, much less a
successor to Lawrence, Joyce, or Conrad. Their Orwell has his limits
emphasized, and those are considerable.

After a surprisingly clumsy first paragraph that dances unconvincingly
around the metamorphosis of Eric Blair into George Orwell, Stansky and
Abrahams go on with great skill to depict the transformation in terms of an
emerging, rather modest career, from Down and Out in Paris and London (1933)
to Orwell’s Spanish entrance and exit (1936— 1937), which produced Homage to
Catalonia and his famous commitment to democratic socialism. He gives up
teaching, gets married, writes reviews and essays, does a set of well-received
books, travels to the northern mining country, wanders among down-and-outers,
goes to Spain in search of raw experience, he and his wife acquire a modest



house, he takes up again with old Etonian friends: those are the high spots of his
life to 1937, patiently, even elegantly chronicled and shrewdly set forth by
Stansky and Abrahams. Definitely not a heroic, and not quite an anti-heroic, life.
A few disheartening patterns emerge, however.

Orwell’s sustained political writing career coincides not with his down-and-
out years, nor with his brief interest in the concrete experience of imperialism
(Burmese Days), but with his re-admission to and subsequent residence inside
bourgeois life. Politics was something he observed, albeit as an honest partisan,
from the comforts of bookselling, marriage, friendship with other writers (not by
any means with the radicals used as material for The Road to Wigan Pier and
Homage to Catalonia, then dropped), dealing with publishers and literary agents.
It is this milieu that nurtured and always inhibited his politics. Despite it he has
been given credit for a kind of overall political sanctity and cultural prescience.
Out of it grew the later social patriotism which, as Raymond Williams has shown
in his excellent little study of Orwell, blocked any serious political analysis of
“England Your England.” Even the homey terms that were usually Orwell’s
preference over genuinely historical or theoretical explanation—“England in a
phrase: a family with the wrong people in control”—derive from this essentially
humdrum background.

In other words, Orwell needed to surround himself with a familiar
atmosphere that eliminated all worries before he could formulate a position;
where but in the center of a social setting that, minus children, restored all the
ingredients of a nice family romance could his anxieties be calmed? In Down
and Out he makes a revealing admission about the nature of the worry that
plagued him. Once you hit absolute bottom, he says, there comes a sense that
“you have talked so often of going to the dogs—and well, here are the dogs, and
you have reached them, and you can stand it. It takes off a lot of anxiety.” Not
standing it—“it” being the psycho-moral strain of falling apart completely,
losing your identity as defined for you by where you come from and where most
of the time you know (as Orwell certainly knew from membership in the lower-
upper-middle class) you can return. Surely the removal of this last option causes
the peculiar dread experienced by Winston Smith during his final ordeal in 1984,
the more so after having lost the cosy sanctuary he shared with Julia above Mr
Charrington’s shop. Just as surely, the off-stage presence of home and the
possibility of a phone call for money to Eric Blair’s Aunt Nellie constitute the
narrator’s bad faith when he was a plongeur in Paris or a tramp in England.

In The Unknown Orwell Stansky and Abrahams speak of Orwell’s having



successfully blocked “from his consciousness the invented or synthetic character
of the [down and out] experience,” yet they are too perspicacious to deny that his
true reality anchored, gave privileged strength to, his tourism among the dogs.
Compare Genet with Orwell and the point is not even arguable. Thus when
Orwell became an overtly political writer in the middle thirties the risks of
politics were handled from the perspective of someone who very definitely felt,
and really was, at home somewhere. Hence the peculiar force of Stansky and
Abrahams’s tautology, “Orwell belonged to the category of writers who write.”
And could afford to write, they might have added. In contrast they speak of
George Garrett, whom Orwell met in Liverpool, a gifted writer, seaman,
dockworker, Communist militant, “the plain facts of [whose] situation—on the
dole, married and with kids, the family crowded into two rooms—made it
impossible for him to attempt any extended piece of writing.”

Orwell’s writing life then was from the start an affirmation of unexamined
bourgeois values. There is nothing the matter with that, but it was always being
overshadowed and hidden by the adventurous content of Orwell’s material,
which had the effect of persuading his readers that he spoke as one of the
oppressed. True, he had courage and humanity, but, we must now say, he also
had security and protection. Stansky and Abrahams make it possible to see
Orwell’s political excursions as tours in the garden, not as travels abroad, nor as
the harrowing exposures to real politics for which he has been celebrated. And
the famous style emerges in this excellent picture as a technical achievement, not
the result of political trial by fire.

His style’s human and political costs, in what he cut away or refused ever to
confront, are troubling to think about, though. Stansky and Abrahams give
evidence simultaneously of Orwell’s retrospective doctoring of his past, and of
his downright foolishness about the contemporary scene. A fuller account of this
is to be found in Raymond Williams’s book on Orwell. What Orwell said when
he wrote for Ukrainian readers of Animal Farm about his alleged commitment to
socialism in 1930 is plainly an untruth, made the more reprehensible not only
because Stansky and Abrahams show that he had no notion of socialism until
much later, but also because we catch him unaware in 1935 “that Hitler intended
to carry out the programme of Mein Kampf.” Far from having earned the right to
denounce socialism from within Orwell had no knowledge either of Marx or of
the massive Marxist and socialist traditions; moreover he consistently referred to
English radicals as “the pansy Left,” and seemed totally uninterested in any
social or economic analysis that was neither journalistic (like his) nor anti-



Marxist. When he was not verbally abusing people he considered opponents or
competitors, he was holing up as a reviewer of more or less unchallenging
books. Stansky and Abrahams thus provide an earlier complement for Isaac
Deutscher’s damaging account of the later Orwell, his insularity being a turn
from cosmopolitan or radical modernism to an ideology of the middle-brow “our
way of life” variety, which in the United States at least has been dressed up as
“neo-conservatism.”

Nor is this all. Stansky and Abrahams state, more, alas, than they
demonstrate, that in his happy marriage to Eileen O’Shaughnessy Orwell was
less defensive and barbed in his attitudes than before. Yet apart from the dubious
idyll enacted in The Stores, Wallington, what do Stansky and Abrahams really
let us see? Eileen cooking the whole day. Eileen typing manuscripts. Eileen there
to provide Orwell with support in Spain. The result for her (again Stansky and
Abrahams are coolly devastating) was the sheer fatigue that caused her death.
Most relationships seem to have made considerably fewer demands on Orwell
than on his friends.

What then is the literary history narrated in Orwell: The Transformation?
Surely the consolidation of Orwell’s plain style as it reported without
unnecessary adornment the views of a decent man. Many good things have
justifiably been said about this style, although it is curious how they have often
tended to prevent other things from also being said. For instance, the plain
reportorial style coerces history, process, knowledge itself into mere events
being observed. Out of this style has grown the eye-witness, seemingly opinion-
less politics—along with its strength and weakness—of contemporary Western
journalism. When they are on the rampage, you show Asiatic and African mobs
rampaging: an obviously disturbing scene presented by an obviously concerned
reporter who is beyond Left piety or right-wing cant. But are such events events
only when they are shown through the eyes of the decent reporter? Must we
inevitably forget the complex reality that produced the event just so that we can
experience concern at mob violence? Is there to be no remarking of the power
that put the reporter or analyst there in the first place and made it possible to
represent the world as a function of comfortable concern? Is it not intrinsically
the case that such a style is far more insidiously unfair, so much more subtly
dissembling of its affiliations with power, than any avowedly political rhetoric?
And more ironically still, aren’t its obsessive fantasies about indoctrination and
propaganda likely to promote exactly that “value-free” technocracy against
which one might expect plainness and truth to protest? That such questions arise



out of an account of Orwell only until 1937 fairly suggests the skill with which
Stansky and Abrahams have done it.



10

Bitter Dispatches from the Third World

There is a suggestive scene in one of V. S. Naipaul’s early essays that has him
in a garden in British Guiana, asking the name of a flower whose scent is
familiar but whose name he doesn’t know. An elderly lady answers: “We call it
jasmine.” Then he reflects: “So I had known it all those years! To me it had been
a word in a book, a word to play with, something removed from the dull
vegetation I knew.... But the word and the flower had been separate in my mind
for too long. They did not come together.” A year later, in 1965, he writes that
“to be a colonial is to be a little ridiculous and unlikely,” and this is directly
reflected in the clearly etched but on the whole gentle comedy about being an
English-speaking East Indian from the West Indies, as numerous characters
(including Naipaul himself) in Naipaul’s early prose are. Having the language
but with it a different tradition—Ilike reading Wordsworth without ever having
seen a daffodil, like the young Hindu in Port of Spain, Trinidad, who “takes up
his staff and beggar’s bowl and says that he is off to Benares to study”—is part
of the same general discordance, “the play of a people who have been cut off.”

There are many aspects of this fate which Naipaul has explored in
autobiographical as well as fictional terms. His novels, for example, have
developed the meanings lying coiled up in his own past, meanings which, like
the verbal ambiguities in the word “Indian,” don’t easily go back to some
unquestioned origin or source. Fiction has therefore been that “play” of
“adjustments” made when a remembered India fell away for East Indians after
World War II: “A new people seemed all at once to have been created,” Naipaul
wrote in The Overcrowded Barracoon, and their life was “like listening to a
language I thought I had forgotten [although it] gave that sensation of an
experience that has been lived before.” But, he adds, “fleetingly, since for the
colonial there can be no true return.” Nevertheless, there was plenty to explore in
the interim, the quite literal fictional space between lost origin and present scene;
hence the exotic fun, the sensitive embarrassment, the odd fantasy and creative
mimicry of characters from Ganesh, the mystic masseur (The Mystic Masseur),
to Biswas (A House for Mr. Biswas).



Yet the possibility of anger, desperate bewilderment, and bitter sarcasm has
always lurked in Naipaul’s work, because the possibility derived as much from
his compromised colonial situation as it did from what, as a result, he wrote
about. His subject was extraterritoriality—the state of being neither here nor
there, but rather in-between things (like the tropical jasmine and its name) that
cannot come together for him; he wrote from the ironic point of view of the
failure to which he seems to have been resigned.

Beginning in the early 1970s, however, this in-betweenness occasioned an
increasingly bitter and obsessive strain in Naipaul’s writing. Consider as a telling
case the final section of In a Free State (1971). Naipaul is in Luxor in 1966
watching an Egyptian senselessly camel-whipping some poor children, while a
couple of Italian tourists film the scene.

A year later, of course, the June war will break out, so there is something
vaguely ominous about the event. Suddenly he makes a decision: he confronts
the bully, saying, “I will report this to Cairo,” then, having succeeded in stopping
the cruelty, he retreats, feeling “exposed, futile.” He gets no satisfaction from
accomplishing his end because he is haunted by the overall loss of “innocence
... the only pure time, at the beginning, when the ancient artist, knowing no
other land, had learned to look at his own and had seen it as complete.” Egypt,
like India, or Trinidad, or all the Third World, presents the modern colonial
writer with no such innocence or completion, no satisfactory return when he
comes back to his roots. Worse yet, he begins to suspect that those roots in “the
beginning” were little more than “a fabrication, a cause for yearning, something
for the tomb.”

Whether the sense of consequently being locked into a world of reflections
and inauthentic replicas rests principally for Naipaul on a metaphysical or a
political discovery is not an answerable question: what is certain, to the reader of
Guerrillas (1975) and India: A Wounded Civilization (1977), is that politics and
metaphysics support each other. Quite deliberately in the process he becomes a
peregrinating writer in the Third World, sending back dispatches to an implied
audience of disenchanted Western liberals, not of presumably unteachable
colonials. Why? Because he exorcises all the 1960s devils—national liberation
movements, revolutionary goals, Third Worldism—and shows them to be
fraudulent public relations gimmicks, half native impotence, half badly learned
“Western” ideas. Most important, Naipaul can now be cited as an exemplary
figure from the Third World who can be relied on always to tell the truth about
it. Naipaul is “free of any romantic moonshine about the moral claims of



primitives or the glories of blood-stained dictators,” Irving Howe said in a Times
review of A Bend in the River (1979), and this supposedly without “a trace [in
him] of Western condescension or nostalgia for colonialism.”

Not surprisingly, then, Naipaul is the perfect witness for The New York
Review of Books, where he can be counted on to survey the Third World (with
scarcely any other Third World testimony to challenge him), its follies, its
corruption, its hideous problems. To say that Naipaul resembles a scavenger,
then, is to say that he now prefers to render the ruins and derelictions of
postcolonial history without tenderness, without any of the sympathetic insight
found, say, in Nadine Gordimer’s books, rather than to render that history’s
processes, occasional heroism, intermittent successes; he prefers to indict
guerrillas for their pretensions rather than indict the imperialism and social
injustice that drove them to insurrection; he attacks Moslems for the wealth of
some of their number and for a vague history of African slave trading, thus
putting aside many centuries of majority struggle and complex civilization; he
sees in today’s Third World only counterfeits of the First World, never such
things as apartheid or the wholesale American devastation of Indochina. Because
he is so gifted a writer—and I write of him with pain and admiration—he can
therefore produce such effusions as this from Elizabeth Hardwick (note her
elisions, the misleading phrase “lack of historical preparation,” which suggests
that the Third World’s real problem is in not being liberal or white, regardless of
how much severer was the “preparation” provided by colonial domination):
“Reading his work ... one cannot help but think of a literal yesterday and today,
of Idi Amin, the Ayatollah Khomeini, of the fate of Bhutto. These figures of an
improbable and deranging transition come to mind because Naipaul’s work is a
creative reflection upon a devastating lack of historical preparation, upon the
anguish of whole countries and people unable to cope.”

The homely intransitive “unable to cope” gives away what the liberal
American finds in Naipaul: Africa, Asia, and Latin America suffer from self-
inflicted wounds, they are their own worst enemies, their contemporary history
is the direct result of seeking, but not finding, a suburban bourgeois therapy for
their difficulties. But if this is not really Naipaul’s epistle to Hampstead and the
Upper West Side, what does he give? There isn’t real analysis in his essays, only
observation, or to put it differently, he does not explain, he only regrets
sarcastically. His novels are of a piece with this. A Bend in the River takes place
in an Africa drenched in memories of departed colonialists replaced by an
invisible Big Man whose doings are unreservedly irrational and gratuitous. In the



meantime he manages to unsettle a small group of hybrid Indian Moslems like
Salim, the novel’s sensitive protagonist, who, with no place to go and nothing to
do, see the world taken over by rich Arabs and ridiculous savages. For his
portrait of “wounded” India, Naipaul resorts to an almost hysterical repetition of
how the place has no vitality, no creativity, no authenticity; read the book’s last
half and you will not believe that this, in its turgid denunciations of a poor
country for not measuring up, is the great Naipaul everyone has been extolling.

The Return of Eva Peron is mostly a collection of New York Review essays
(1972-1975), all of them, except the last one, which is on Conrad, about debased
imitations of some already fallen idol. “Michael X and the Black Power Killings
in Trinidad” is what the novel Guerrillas was based on, the story of a black
adventurer using black power ideas for his own meretricious ends in a Trinidad
where “racial redemption is as irrelevant for the Negro as for everyone else.”
The result is a bloody climax representing, like Jimmy Ahmed’s demise, “a deep
corruption” that “perpetuates the negative, colonial politics of protest” as well as
the media and public relations hold on things. Whatever perspicacity there is in
Naipaul’s deft narrative is betrayed, however, by his analogy of Michael X to
O’Neill’s Emperor Jones, the ravaged and misled Pullman porter who returns to
the jungle. His use of Jones’s atavism in the essay and in Guerrillas neatly
disproves Irving Howe’s hasty pronouncement that Naipaul contains no trace of
“Western condescension.” For indeed, Michael X is seen through deeply
condescending and offended Western eyes, through which slips not even a
momentary flicker of compassion.

The similarity in motif between the essays on Uruguay and Argentina on the
one hand, and Mobutu’s Zaire on the other, is that in all three places the past has
vanished, and has been supplanted either by outlandish parodies of modernity or
by a vacancy of the sort likely to produce Borges’s peculiar epic memories and
the Peron phenomenon. What I find revealing is that Naipaul assumes first of all
that the only “past” that counts in Africa or South America is essentially
European (hence to be regretted for its disappearance), and second, that all
attempts to deal with both a multilayered past as well as the present are bound to
lead to ridiculous mimicry, tyranny, or some combination of both. So great has
the pressure of Western ideas become in Naipaul that any sympathetic feelings
he might have had for the things he sees have been obliterated. There is no life in
what he writes about—only hard “lunacy, despair.” What is not European can
only be borrowed from Europe, further enforcing colonial distortion and
dependency. The “great African wound” is somehow equivalent to “the African



need for African style and luxury.” Sex (always badly handled in Naipaul’s
work) emerges in Latin America as buggery (machismo) lovemaking in “the
small hole,” to use the phrase from Guerrillas.

For so assertive and all-seeing an observer, Naipaul is curiously remiss in not
having much to say about the role of class in postcolonial societies. Surely more
allowances than his must be made for the differences between colonial elites and
the masses they dominate. Moreover, there is no good reason for him to avoid
comment on the European-American role in Zaire, or in Argentina for that
matter. Nowhere in his own reading of the metropolitan West, therefore, did
Naipaul establish contact with currents that might have transformed his anger
and helplessness into something less constricting, more helpful than bitterness.
Instead, he relies on a European tradition of supposedly direct observation,
which has always been dangerously quick to elevate disenchanted impressions
into sweeping generalization. Used against native colonial societies by
imperialist-minded Westerners, from Lamartine to Waugh, it has justified racial
stereotypes and colonialism. Used by a native against other natives it has tended
to produce more dependence, self-disgust, collaboration, apathy.

Finally, Naipaul reads Conrad (who “had been everywhere before me”) so as
to allay his “political panic.” Here was an author who had seen “the new politics
[of] half-made societies that seemed doomed to remain half-made.” Conrad was
“the writer who is missing a society,” like Naipaul himself; yet unlike today’s
novelists he did not give up his “interpretive function” when “the societies that
produced the great novels of the past [had] cracked.” He goes on meditating,
again like Naipaul, on peripheral societies making and unmaking themselves.
But what Naipaul does not see is that his great predecessor exempted neither
himself nor Europe from the ironies of history readily seen in the non-European
world. Certainly there are African, Asian, and Latin American savages in
Conrad’s novels, but more important, there are Kurtz, and Charles Gould, and of
course all the characters in The Secret Agent. London, Conrad says in Heart of
Darkness, is no less a “dark place” than the Congo. No one can draw a self-
bolstering European patriotism out of Conrad and claim at the same time to be
reading what Conrad actually wrote.

That Naipaul does so in effect tells us more about him and his blocked
development than any confession. He is in the end too remarkable and gifted a
writer to be dismissed; he will be used again, perhaps even by such as Senator
Daniel Patrick Moynihan, when the inconveniences of the Third World are to be
attacked. One can be sure that when he travels to the rest of the Islamic world,



postrevolutionary Iran in particular will seem as stupid, violent, and half-made
as Zaire. The more interesting questions are when will his fundamental position
become clear to him and when, consequently, will he see himself with less bad
faith than he now sees himself and his fellow colonials. Whether that vision can
in his case produce a good novel is not exclusively an aesthetic puzzle, just as
whether he will then amuse the audience that now regards him as a gifted native
informer is also not mainly an aesthetic question. But he will, almost certainly,
come to fuller appreciation of human effort and he will be a freer, more
genuinely imaginative writer along the way. Perhaps then the jasmine and its
name will remain apart in his mind at less cost to the poor natives who have been
helping to pay his emotional bill.
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Grey Eminence

Walter Lippmann (1889-1974) was probably the most powerful and famous
American journalist of this century, a fact confirmed many times over in Ronald
Steel’s extraordinarily fine biography, Walter Lippmann and the American
Century. The only son of very well-off German-Jewish parents, Lippmann had a
sheltered and privileged childhood in New York, “learning Latin and Greek by
gaslight and riding a goat cart in Central Park” before going off to Harvard,
where his classmates included John Reed, T. S. Eliot, and Conrad Aiken. From
birth to death, Fortune—in the form of knowing nearly everyone who counted
and being able to defend at least two sides of every major public issue of his
time—always favored him. The list of his friends, his associates, the things he
did (“worked as a legman for Lincoln Steffens ... debated socialism with
Bernard Shaw and H. G. Wells ... became the éminence grise to Woodrow
Wilson’s own alter ego, Colonel House”), the presidents, kings, and leaders he
knew, the great events he witnessed at very close quarters, the papers, books, and
journals he produced, the careers he espoused or helped, the ideas, issues,
problems he encountered and illuminated, is positively awesome, and, as Steel
says justly, “gave him an enormous power over public opinion.” Yet Lippmann
never held office; although substantial, his wealth did not command direct
control over industry or finance capital; he had many influential friends, but
never a school or movement behind him. The only thing he did (“only” being a
most inadequate word here) was, as he put it, to assist his American readers in
making an “adjustment to reality.”

Somewhere fairly close to raw power of the kind generals, captains of
industry, and politicians have, and well above the vast majority of mankind, was
where Lippmann stood. He was in, without being fully of, the American
Establishment. One of Steel’s accomplishments is to portray this Establishment,
so unlike its European counterparts, with rare skill; compared with the recent
The American Establishment by Leonard and Mark Silk, Steel’s portrait is far
more effective precisely because, like Lippmann himself, Steel understands that
what matters is how it is animated, what a master of its contradictions and



conjunctures can manipulate in it, and not only what, stated as if it were
something for which a Cook’s Tour could be arranged, it is. Lippmann’s
achievements and his eminence derive less from opportunism than from his
principled belief in the necessity of balance and realism, which of course are the
very code words of American Establishment beliefs. You hold all the cards,
ultimately, if you have the power; Rockefellers, Lamonts, Morgans, Roosevelts,
people the political landscape from right to liberal left; the main thing, therefore,
is not simply to exclude or include, but in the final analysis to incorporate all
positions even as you make one position dominant, the “realistic” one. And this
is what Lippmann rationalized—the appearance, and actually more than that, the
conviction, of realism.

Before World War One he was a radical socialist. He dropped that for
muckraking journalism. Then he shifted to liberalism, to pragmatism (whose
philosophical elements he had picked up while studying under William James),
and then finally to national prominence as a pundit who wrote regularly for the
New Republic, the New York World, the Herald Tribune, the Washington Post,
and Newsweek. The keynote of his manner throughout his career was
dispassionate impartiality, which was doubtless responsible both for his
reputation as a man above politics and for his “remarkable facility for not
straying too far from the thrust of public opinion.” Here particularly, guiding the
reader through the labyrinthine turns of a career intimately connected with U.S.
public policy before, during, and after World War One, the Depression, the New
Deal, World War Two, and Vietnam, Steel is masterful. He ferrets out the
emotional component in Lippmann’s attitude to issues and to people (his love for
Theodore Roosevelt and De Gaulle, his support for and his opposition to Al
Smith, F. D. R., and Wilson, his noble disenchantment with L. B. J. over
Vietnam, which led him to entertain I. F. Stone at his house), and then clearly
outlines Lippmann’s public views, reducing neither his personal commitments to
his stated positions, nor his carefully formulated philosophy to his emotional
peculiarities.

On the other hand, Steel does seem to be too cautious, given the vastly
tempting evidence he puts forward in so scrupulous a way. True, he knew
Lippmann and spent many years writing the book, and true also that he is a
biographer, after all, not a polemicist. But surely there are explicit connections to
be made between Lippmann’s ambivalence toward his own Jewishness and his
lesser ambivalence toward authority: this is indirectly exemplified in the way his
sympathy for Sacco and Vanzetti was overridden by a need to congratulate



President Lowell of Harvard (who with some associates wrote the report that
condemned the two men to death) for doing a “disagreeable duty bravely.”
Similarly, Steel does not sufficiently analyze Lippmann’s notions about the
importance of wealth and fame, thereby failing to contrast his celebrated, often-
proclaimed journalistic ethic of liberalism and disinterestedness with his record
of rarely offending any one of the powerful Establishment figures who
patronized him. There are also ellipses in Steel’s otherwise satisfying account of
Lippmann’s friendships with Bernard Berenson and Felix Frankfurter, two men
whose rise in celebrity and subsequent symbolic value for the largely WASP
Establishment parallels Lippmann’s own. Perhaps, too, there could have been
more said about Lippmann’s unpleasantly constricted personal life, and about his
second wife, who before Lippmann won her had been married to Hamilton Fish
Armstrong, editor of Foreign Affairs, and one of Lippmann’s closest friends, and
who quite simply turned away from him during his illnesses: this, Steel says
unconvincingly, was an instance of her inability to “handle” suffering. But what
might such human lapses, ultimately caused by him and frequently present in the
midst of all Lippmann’s closest relationships, tell us about the general aura of
coldness, distance, and emotional inadequacy radiated by his life and work?
Steel does not say.

None of these insufficiently investigated matters is, I believe, merely a detail
in the otherwise exemplary career Lippmann fashioned for himself during “the
American century.” Each with its disturbing significance belongs crucially to
some aspect of his biography and of his country, which, as Steel says, acquired
dominance in the twentieth century. Balance and disinterestedness, for example,
derive less from fairness and human concern than from the world-view of a class
for whom the Atlantic West and the unquestioned power of privilege and wealth
provided the focus of vision, and from a condescending view of humanity at
large. Consonant with this, Lippmann upheld the principle of racial quotas in
immigration, thought the inhabitants of the Caribbean “inferior races,” and was
bored and uncomfortable with the Third World. In 1938, European Jews were to
him aspects of an “overpopulation” problem. A “surplus” number (presumably
those who were not otherwise to be interned or killed) could be shipped off to
Africa, he suggested grandiosely. He considered the idea of interning Japanese-
Americans a congenial one, just as (with his friend Berenson) he found Hindu
art, like Hindu people, loathsome and terrifying.

Even though Steel is surely correct to say that Lippmann was neither a
philosopher nor a system-builder, but a skeptic who “could analyze situations



with finesse and give off brilliant flashes of illumination,” Lippmann’s
painstakingly cultivated public prominence tells an important story about the
consistent social role he played. In providing so much material about this as a
sort of running accompaniment to the main story, Steel’s book will, I think, be
enduringly valuable. Consider, it asks, what it means for a man to make a career
out of politics and journalism, yet to appear to have been unsullied by either of
them. Consider again the career of a man whose view of the mass audience he
wrote for was patronizing at best, contemptuous at worst. Or there is the story of
a man who was admired by nearly everyone as a towering intellectual, yet who
—except for his opposition to the Vietham War—could not sustain a position
which he considered, on grounds of conscience, to be right.

This is an American career best understood initially in Italian terms.
Lippmann is Gramsci’s organic intellectual; he caters to the powers of civil
society in the sophisticated manner of Castiglione’s courtier; his social authority
is acquired like that of Croce (a lay pope, Gramsci said), whose adroit mastery of
disseminative techniques and rhetorical strategies gave him the ascendancy and
popularity normally denied so mandarin a figure. Thereafter, the Italian
analogies no longer serve and have to be replaced by the appropriately American
characteristics that help to explain his successes. Lippmann was in part a secular
evangelist representing the cult of expertise and realism. He belongs equally to
McLuhan’s media world and to the network of prominent Eastern clubs,
universities, corporations, and government. Pulsating with compelling tenacity
through everything he wrote was the ideological doctrine allowing a lone voice
the authority to “express America” with the unanimity of national consensus: the
roots of this extend back to the Puritan notion of an errand in the wilderness.

The result in personal terms is extraordinarily depressing to contemplate.
Steel’s book is uncompromising in this regard. Few political writers more than
Lippmann stripped the self of its ties to community, family, and personal loyalty,
in order to enhance the claims of a “national” interest. He perfected the idea that
democracy was to be celebrated for (rather than by) the masses by people who
knew better, experts who were members of a “specialized class,” “insiders” who
instructed everyone else in what was good or bad. And who better than
Lippmann shrouded raw American power in the mystifying clouds of altruism,
realism, and moralism, from which the country as a whole has yet to escape,
while its unparalleled capacity for good and evil has scarcely begun to be
controlled or understood?

Lippmann, in short, was the journalist of consolidation. For him, what



mattered was the status quo: he elaborated it, he was tempted by and he
succumbed to it, he sacrificed his humanity to it. Childless, shedding and
acquiring friends and attitudes with alarming frequency and poise, allowing his
writing only very rarely to express the uncertainty and human frailty that Steel
convinces us he often felt, Lippmann articulated the “national interest” as if only
his insider’s view was responsibly serious. Hence his ultimate public influence
and his ultimate superficiality as a commentator on the world. This is Steel’s
assessment:

He believed that America’s cold war policies were essentially defensive, that it had acquired its
informal empire by “accident,” and that the problem was primarily one of execution rather than of
conception. He criticised the policy-makers, but rarely what lay behind their conception. Thus
when he returned from India in late 1949 he could write that Asians need not choose sides in the
cold war because they could remain sheltered by the world power balance and “the tacit protection
of a friendly state which dominates the highways of the globe in order to protect the peace of the
world.” Not for another 15 years [until his disenchantment with Johnson’s Vietnam policy: he
would then be seventy-five years old] would he question whether that dominant state really had

such “friendly” motives.

Although it is commonplace to berate radical writers on American politics for
their naiveté and lack of realism, Steel’s Lippmann is the one who appears
unrealistic, even naive. Randolph Bourne, 1. F. Stone, H. L. Mencken, C. Wright
Mills, and Lincoln Steffens had few illusions about power: Lippmann made an
early compromise with it, and never again looked at it without at the same time
prettifying it, or at least screening it from genuine demystification. This, one
surmises, was partly due to vanity, partly to a kind of amazingly self-confident
thoughtlessness. Never was he without the appearance of seriousness, however.
Even the many vignettes of Lippmann’s personal life provided by Steel show
him solemnly preserving himself (worrying about his weight, buying the right
kind of suit, seeing the right people, staying at the right hotels, sticking to an
inflexible schedule of work, rest, and self-improving travel), and almost never
exposing himself to the realities on which he was an expert. Wit and irony seem
totally absent from his life. His one great emotional experience seems to have
been the courting of Helen Armstrong, an episode rendered with great
refinement by Steel: thereafter it is the sense of orderly comfort pervading
Lippmann’s existence that takes over. When he feuds with L. B. J. over Vietnam
—clearly his finest hour for Steel, who endures his subject’s heaviness of
bearing with admirable patience—one is grateful for the old man’s spunk, as



well as bothered by the fact that Lippmann’s opposition to the garrulous Texan
was the result, not only of anger at a reckless military policy, but of personal
pique. “Seduction and Betrayal” is Steel’s title for the episode.

On what was Lippmann’s realism based? We must rule out the
disenchantment that may come with deep reflection on experience, just as we
must rule out serious scholarship or learning. He cannot be said ever to have
tried to identify the sources of U.S. foreign policy, or even to have investigated
the conceptual framework in which the nation carried on its business at home
and abroad. Certainly he did not live politics as someone responsible to a
constituency: he never became a technical expert at running a political apparatus,
encountering human resistances, fashioning new tactics as a result. No: he was a
realist only so far as opinion was concerned. His skill was in using his
considerable resources to maintain himself before the public, to gain an
impressive social authority, and, for fifty years, to keep it. One can respect that
achievement, which is a formal and social one, more easily than most of the
intellectual or moral ones which have been claimed for him by his admirers.

Lippmann’s career thus exemplifies his country’s choice of the style of
reassuring authority over any concrete message or social vision. Why else do
people still speak of Walter Cronkite as a Presidential candidate if it is not
because of what Lippmann pioneered as a reliable media personality? The
important thing for a European to understand about Lippmann is that he had the
prestige of an Orwell, a Sartre, or a Silone, a much wider audience than all of
them together, without at any time actually having an intellectual’s mission.

To consider Lippmann’s case as an instance of the trahison des clercs is to
apply canons of judgment where they are not completely pertinent. The relevant
attitude is, I think, an investigative one. How did the ever-expanding
contemporary information apparatus (of which the mass media are a branch)
grow to such an extent as almost to swallow whole the intellectual’s function?
How do a career and a status like Lippmann’s get sustained entirely by opinion:
without necessary reference to reality or truth (most people, for example, never
seemed to test Lippmann and other “insiders” or experts against what really
takes place in the world) or to principle? And, finally, what have the Western
media done in creating personalities and worlds of opinion operating
paradoxically in full, ostensibly free public view according to esoteric laws of
their own? Has the modern journalist so effectively become mankind’s
unacknowledged legislator?



12

Among the Believers

In his new book Among the Believers: An Islamic Journey, Naipaul the writer
flows directly into Naipaul the social phenomenon, the celebrated sensibility on
tour, abhorring the post-colonial world for its lies, its mediocrity, cruelty,
violence, and maudlin self-indulgence. Naipaul, demystifier of the West crying
over the spilt milk of colonialism. The writer of travel journalism—
unencumbered with much knowledge or information, and not much interested in
imparting any—is a stiff, mostly silent presence in this book, which is the record
of a visit in 1979-1980 to Iran, Pakistan, Malaysia, Indonesia. What he sees he
sees because it happens before him and, more important, because it confirms
what, except for an occasionally eye-catching detail, he already knows. He does
not learn: they prove. Prove what? That the “retreat” to Islam is “stupefaction.”
In Malaysia Naipaul is asked: “What is the purpose of your writing? Is it to tell
people what it’s all about?” He replies: “Yes, I would say comprehension.” “Is it
not for money?” “Yes. But the nature of the work is important.”

Thus Naipaul travels and writes about it because it is important, not because
he likes doing it. There is very little pleasure and only a bit more affection
recorded in this book. Its funny moments are at the expense of Muslims, wogs
after all, who cannot spell, be coherent, sound right to a worldly-wise, somewhat
jaded judge from the West. Every time they show their Islamic weaknesses,
Naipaul the phenomenon appears promptly. A Muslim lapse occurs, some
puerile resentment is expressed, and then, ex cathedra, we are given a passage
like this:

Khomeini required only faith. But he also knew the value of Iran’s oil to countries that lived by
machines, and he could send the Phantoms and the tanks against the Kurds. Interpreter of the
faithful, he expressed all the confusion of his people and made it appear like glory, like the familiar
faith: the confusion of a people of high medieval culture awakening to oil and money, a sense of
power and violation and a knowledge of a great new encircling civilization. It was to be rejected: at

the same time it was to be depended on.

Remember that last sentence and a half, for it is Naipaul’s thesis as well as the



platform from which he addresses the world: the West is the world of
knowledge, criticism, technical know-how, and functioning institutions, Islam its
fearfully enraged and retarded dependant, awakening to a new, barely
controllable power. The West provides Islam with good things from the outside,
for “the life that had come to Islam had not come from within.” Thus the entire
existence of 800,000,000 people is summed up in a phrase, and dismissed.
Islam’s flaw was at

its origins—the flaw that ran right through Islamic history: to the political issues it raised it offered
no political or practical solution. It offered only the faith. It offered only the Prophet, who would

settle everything—but who had ceased to exist. This political Islam was rage, anarchy.

After such knowledge what forgiveness? Very little obviously. The Islamic
characters encountered by Naipaul, those half-educated schoolteachers,
journalists, sometime revolutionaries, bureaucrats, and religious fanatics, they
exude little charm, arouse scant interest or compassion. One, yes, one person
only, an Indonesian poet, suggests some nobility and intelligence. Carefully set
and dramatized, Naipaul’s descriptions, however, invariably tend to slide away
from the specific into the realm of the general. Each chapter ends with some bit
of sententiousness, but just before the end there comes a dutiful squeezing out of
Meaning, as if the author could no longer let his characters exist without some
appended commentary that aligns things clearly under the Islam/West polarity.
Conversation made in a Kuala Lumpur hotel in the company of two young
Muslims and a book left by one of them with Naipaul, are suddenly instances of
“Islam” (uncritical, uncreative) and the “West” (creative, critical).

It is not just that Naipaul carries with him a kind of half-stated but finally
unexamined reverence for the colonial order. That attitude has it that the old days
were better, when Europe ruled the coloreds and allowed them few silly
pretensions about purity, independence, and new ways. It is a view declared
openly by many people. Naipaul is one of them, except that he is better able than
most to express the view perhaps. He is a kind of belated Kipling just the same.
What is worse, I think, is that this East/West dichotomy covers up a deep
emptiness in Naipaul the writer, for which Naipaul the social phenomenon is
making others pay, even as a whole train of his present admirers applauds his
candor, his telling-it-like-it-is about that Third World which he comprehends
“better” than anyone else.

One can trace the emptiness back a few years. Consider, for instance, “One
Out of Many,” a deft story published in In a Free State (1971). At the very end



of the tale Santosh, the Bombayan immigrant to Washington, watches the city
burn. It is 1968: blacks run amuck and, to Santosh’s surprise, one of them
scrawls Soul Brother on the pavement outside his house. “Brother to what or to
whom?” Santosh muses. “I was once part of the flow, never thinking of myself
as a presence. Then I looked in the mirror and decided to be free. All that my
freedom has brought me is the knowledge that I have a face and have a body,
that I must feed this body and clothe this body for a certain number of years.
Then it will be over.” Disavowal of that admittedly excited community of sixties
revolutionaries is where it begins. Seeing oneself free of illusion is a gain in
awareness, but it also means emptying out one’s historical identity. The next step
is to proceed through life with a minimum number of attachments: do not
overload the mind. Keep it away from history and causes; feel and wait. Record
what you see accordingly, and cultivate moral passions.

The trouble here is that a mind-free body gave birth to a super-ego of
astonishingly assertive attitudes. Unrestrained by genuine learning or self-
education, this persona—Naipaul the ex-novelist—tours the vulnerable parts of
his natal provenance, the colonial world he has been telling us about via his
acquired British identity. But the places he visits are carefully chosen, they are
absolutely safe, places no one in the liberal culture that has made him its darling
will speak up for. Everyone knows Islam is a “place” you must criticize. Time
did it, Newsweek did it, the Guardian and the New York Times did it. Naipaul
wouldn’t make a trip to Israel, for example, which is not to say that he wouldn’t
find rabbinical laws governing daily behavior any less repressive than
Khomeini’s. No: his audience knows Israel is OK, “Islam” not. And one more
thing. If it is criticism that the West stands for, good—we want Naipaul to
criticize those mad mullahs, wvacant Islamic students, cliché-ridden
revolutionaries. But does he write for and to them? Does he live among them,
risk their direct retaliation, write in their presence so to speak, and does he like
Socrates live through the consequences of his criticism? Not at all. No dialogue.
He snipes at them from the Atlantic Monthly where none of them can ever get
back at him.

What is the result? Never mind the ridiculous misinformation (on page 12,
for example, he speaks absurdly of loyalty to the fourth imam as responsible for
the Shia Iranian “divergence”) and the potted history inserted here and there. The
characters barely come alive. The descriptions are lackadaisical, painfully slow,
repetitious. The landscapes are half-hearted at best. How can one learn about
“Islam” from him? Without the languages, he talks to the odd characters who



happen by. He makes them directly representative of “Islam,” covering his
ignorance with no appreciable respect for history. On the first page we are told
that Sadeq “was the kind of man who, without political doctrine, only with
resentments, had made the Iranian revolution.” An unacceptable exaggeration.
Millions of Iranians, not just the Sadegs and the Khomeinis, but the Shariatis,
Taleganis, Barahenis, and many many more poets, clerics, philosophers, doctors,
soldiers—they made the revolution. All one has to do is to look at Nikki
Keddie’s Roots of Revolution: An Interpretive History of Modern Iran (Yale,
1981) to find out what doctrines and persons made the revolution. But no,
Naipaul petulantly says, it was just resentment. Doubtless he hasn’t dreamed of
the possibility that the same Hajji Baba by James Morier which he quotes to
assert the fanatical religious gullibility of Iranians was translated into Iranian
early in this century by Mirza Habib Esfhani and in this version, according to
Professor Keddie, the book is more critical of “Iran’s faults than the original.”

Little of what took place in 1979 is mentioned here. Naipaul’s method is to
attack Islamic politics without taking account of what its main currents and
events are. In Pakistan Zia’s much-resented, much-resisted (U.S.-assisted)
assault on Pakistani civil society is nearly invisible to Naipaul. Indonesian
history is the Japanese occupation, the killing of “the communists” in 1965, and
the present. The massacres of East Timor are effaced. Iran is portrayed as a
country in the grip of hysteria; you would not know from Naipaul that a
tremendous post-revolutionary battle, occurring while he was there, continues to
go on. All this to promote an attitude of distant concern and moral superiority in
the reader.

Despite its veneer of personal impressionism, then, this is a political book in
intention. On one level Naipaul is the late twentieth-century heir of Henry
MacKenzie, who in The Man of Feeling (1771) averred that “every noble feeling
rises within me! every beat of my heart awakens a virtue—but it will make you
hate the world! No ... I can hate nothing; but as to the world—I pity the men of
it.” That these men happen to be brown or black is no inconvenience on another
level. They are to be castigated for not being Europeans, and this is a political
pastime useless to them, eminently useful for anyone plotting to use Rapid
Deployment Forces against “Islam.” But then Naipaul isn’t a politician: he’s just
a Writer.
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Opponents, Audiences, Constituencies, and Community

Who writes? For whom is the writing being done? In what circumstances?
These, it seems to me, are the questions whose answers provide us with the
ingredients making for a politics of interpretation. But if one does not wish to
ask and answer the questions in a dishonest and abstract way, some attempt must
be made to show why they are questions of some relevance to the present time.
What needs to be said at the beginning is that the single most impressive aspect
of the present time—at least for the “humanist,” a description for which I have
contradictory feelings of affection and revulsion—is that it is manifestly the Age
of Ronald Reagan. And it is in this age as a context and setting that the politics
of interpretation and the politics of culture are enacted.

I do not want to be misunderstood as saying that the cultural situation I
describe here caused Reagan, or that it typifies Reaganism, or that everything
about it can be ascribed or referred back to the personality of Ronald Reagan.
What I argue is that a particular situation within the field we call “criticism” is
not merely related to but is an integral part of the currents of thought and
practice that play a role within the Reagan era. Moreover, I think, “criticism” and
the traditional academic humanities have gone through a series of developments
over time whose beneficiary and culmination is Reaganism. Those are the gross
claims that I make for my argument.

A number of miscellaneous points need to be made here. I am fully aware
that any effort to characterize the present cultural moment is very likely to seem
quixotic at best, unprofessional at worst. But that, I submit, is an aspect of the
present cultural moment, in which the social and historical setting of critical
activity is a totality felt to be benign (free, apolitical, serious), uncharacterizable
as a whole (it is too complex to be described in general and tendentious terms),
and somehow outside history. Thus it seems to me that one thing to be tried—out
of sheer critical obstinacy—is precisely that kind of generalization, that kind of
political portrayal, that kind of overview condemned by the present dominant
culture to appear inappropriate and doomed from the start.

It is my conviction that culture works very effectively to make invisible and



even “impossible” the actual dffiliations that exist between the world of ideas
and scholarship, on the one hand, and the world of brute politics, corporate and
state power, and military force, on the other. The cult of expertise and
professionalism, for example, has so restricted our scope of vision that a positive
(as opposed to an implicit or passive) doctrine of noninterference among fields
has set in. This doctrine has it that the general public is best left ignorant, and the
most crucial policy questions affecting human existence are best left to
“experts,” specialists who talk about their specialty only, and—to use the word
first given wide social approbation by Walter Lippmann in Public Opinion and
The Phantom Public—*“insiders,” people (usually men) who are endowed with

the special privilege of knowing how things really work and, more important, of

being close to power.!

Humanistic culture in general has acted in tacit compliance with this
antidemocratic view, the more regrettably since, both in their formulation and in
the politics they have given rise to, so-called policy issues can hardly be said to
enhance human community. In a world of increasing interdependence and
political consciousness, it seems both violent and wasteful to accept the notion,
for example, that countries ought to be classified simply as pro-Soviet or pro-
American. Yet this classification—and with it the reappearance of a whole range
of cold war motifs and symptoms (discussed by Noam Chomsky in Towards a
New Cold War)—dominates thinking about foreign policy. There is little in
humanistic culture that is an effective antidote to it, just as it is true that few
humanists have very much to say about the problems starkly dramatized by the
1980 Report of the Independent Commission on International Development
Issues, North-South: A Programme for Survival. Our political discourse is now
choked with enormous, thought-stopping abstractions, from terrorism,
Communism, Islamic fundamentalism, and instability, to moderation, freedom,
stability, and strategic alliances, all of them as unclear as they are both potent
and unrefined in their appeal. It is next to impossible to think about human
society either in a global way (as Richard Falk eloquently does in A Global
Approach to National Policy [1975]) or at the level of everyday life. As Philip
Green shows in The Pursuit of Inequality, notions like equality and welfare have
simply been chased off the intellectual landscape. Instead a brutal Darwinian
picture of self-help and self-promotion is proposed by Reaganism, both
domestically and internationally, as an image of the world ruled by what is being
called “productivity” or “free enterprise.”

Add to this the fact that liberalism and the Left are in a state of intellectual



disarray and fairly dismal perspectives emerge. The challenge posed by these
perspectives is not how to cultivate one’s garden despite them but how to
understand cultural work occurring within them. What I propose here, then, is a
rudimentary attempt to do just that, notwithstanding a good deal of inevitable
incompleteness, overstatement, generalization, and crude characterization.
Finally, I will very quickly propose an alternative way of undertaking cultural
work, although anything like a fully worked-out program can only be done
collectively and in a separate study.

My use of “constituency,” “audience,” “opponents,” and “community” serves
as a reminder that no one writes simply for oneself. There is always an Other;
and this Other willy-nilly turns interpretation into a social activity, albeit with
unforeseen consequences, audiences, constituencies, and so on. And, I would
add, interpretation is the work of intellectuals, a class badly in need today of
moral rehabilitation and social redefinition. The one issue that urgently requires
study is, for the humanist no less than for the social scientist, the status of
information as a component of knowledge: its sociopolitical status, its
contemporary fate, its economy (a subject treated recently by Herbert Schiller in
Who Knows: Information in the Age of the Fortune 500). We all think we know
what it means, for example, to have information and to write and interpret texts
containing information. Yet we live in an age which places unprecedented
emphasis on the production of knowledge and information, as Fritz Machlup’s
Production and Distribution of Knowledge in the United States dramatizes
clearly. What happens to information and knowledge, then, when IBM and
AT&T—two of the world’s largest corporations—claim that what they do is to
put “knowledge” to work “for the people”? What is the role of humanistic
knowledge and information if they are not to be unknowing (many ironies there)
partners in commodity production and marketing, so much so that what
humanists do may in the end turn out to be a quasi-religious concealment of this
peculiarly unhumanistic process? A true secular politics of interpretation
sidesteps this question at its peril.

¥ <<

At a recent MLA convention, I stopped by the exhibit of a major university press
and remarked to the amiable sales representative on duty that there seemed to be
no limit to the number of highly specialized books of advanced literary criticism
his press put out. “Who reads these books?” I asked, implying, of course, that
however brilliant and important most of them were they were difficult to read



and therefore could not have a wide audience—or at least an audience wide
enough to justify regular publication during a time of economic crisis. The
answer I received made sense, assuming I was told the truth. People who write
specialized, advanced (i.e., New New) criticism faithfully read one another’s
books. Thus each such book could be assured of, but wasn’t necessarily always
getting, sales of around three thousand copies, “all other things being equal.”
The last qualification struck me as ambiguous at best, but it needn’t detain us
here. The point was that a nice little audience had been built and could be
routinely mined by this press; certainly, on a much larger scale, publishers of
cookbooks and exercise manuals apply a related principle as they churn out what
may seem like a very long series of unnecessary books, even if an expanding
crowd of avid food and exercise aficionados is not quite the same thing as a
steadily attentive and earnest crowd of three thousand critics reading one
another.

What I find peculiarly interesting about the real or mythical three thousand is
that whether they derive ultimately from the Anglo-American New Criticism (as
formulated by I. A. Richards, William Empson, John Crowe Ransom, Cleanth
Brooks, Allen Tate, and company, beginning in the 1920s and continuing for
several decades thereafter) or from the so-called New New Criticism (Roland
Barthes, Jacques Derrida, et al., during the 1960s), they vindicate, rather than
undermine, the notion that intellectual labor ought to be divided into
progressively narrower niches. Consider very quickly the irony of this. New
Criticism claimed to view the verbal object as in itself it really was, free from the
distractions of biography, social message, even paraphrase. Matthew Arnold’s
critical program was thereby to be advanced not by jumping directly from the
text to the whole of culture but by using a highly concentrated verbal analysis to
comprehend cultural values available only through a finely wrought literary
structure finely understood.

Charges made against the American New Criticism that its ethos was clubby,
gentlemanly, or Episcopalian are, I think, correct only if it is added that in
practice New Criticism, for all its elitism, was strangely populist in intention.
The idea behind the pedagogy, and of course the preaching, of Brooks and
Robert Penn Warren was that everyone properly instructed could feel, perhaps
even act, like an educated gentleman. In its sheer projection this was by no
means a trivial ambition. No amount of snide mocking at their quaint gentility
can conceal the fact that, in order to accomplish the conversion, the New Critics
aimed at nothing less than the removal of all of what they considered the



specialized rubbish—put there, they presumed, by professors of literature—
standing between the reader of a poem and the poem. Leaving aside the
questionable value of the New Criticism’s ultimate social and moral message, we
must concede that the school deliberately and perhaps incongruously tried to
create a wide community of responsive readers out of a very large, potentially
unlimited, constituency of students and teachers of literature.

In its early days, the French nouvelle critique, with Barthes as its chief
apologist, attempted the same kind of thing. Once again the guild of professional
literary scholars was characterized as impeding responsiveness to literature.
Once again the antidote was what seemed to be a specialized reading technique
based on a near jargon of linguistic, psychoanalytic, and Marxist terms, all of
which proposed a new freedom for writers and literate readers alike. The
philosophy of écriture promised wider horizons and a less restricted community,
once an initial (and as it turned out painless) surrender to structuralist activity
had been made. For despite structuralist prose, there was no impulse among the
principal structuralists to exclude readers; quite the contrary, as Barthes’ often
abusive attacks on Raymond Picard show, the main purpose of critical reading
was to create new readers of the classics who might otherwise have been
frightened off by their lack of professional literary accreditation.

For about four decades, then, in both France and the United States, the
schools of “new” critics were committed to prying literature and writing loose
from confining institutions. However much it was to depend upon carefully
learned technical skills, reading was in very large measure to become an act of
public depossession. Texts were to be unlocked or decoded, then handed on to
anyone who was interested. The resources of symbolic language were placed at
the disposal of readers who it was assumed suffered the debilitations of either
irrelevant “professional” information or the accumulated habits of lazy
inattention.

Thus French and American New Criticism were, I believe, competitors for
authority within mass culture, not other-worldly alternatives to it. Because of
what became of them, we have tended to forget the original missionary aims the
two schools set for themselves. They belong to precisely the same moment that
produced Jean-Paul Sartre’s ideas about an engaged literature and a committed
writer. Literature was about the world, readers were in the world; the question
was not whether to be but how to be, and this was best answered by carefully
analyzing language’s symbolic enactments of the various existential possibilities
available to human beings. What the Franco-American critics shared was the



notion that verbal discipline could be self-sufficient once you learned to think
pertinently about language stripped of unnecessary scaffolding: in other words,
you did not need to be a professor to benefit from Donne’s metaphors or
Saussure’s liberating distinction between langue and parole. And so the New
Criticism’s precious and cliquish aspect was mitigated by its radically anti-
institutional bias, which manifested itself in the enthusiastic therapeutic
optimism to be observed in both France and the United States. Join humankind
against the schools: this was a message a great many people could appreciate.

How strangely perverse, then, that the legacy of both types of New Criticism
is the private-clique consciousness embodied in a kind of critical writing that has
virtually abandoned any attempt at reaching a large, if not a mass, audience. My
belief is that both in the United States and in France the tendency toward
formalism in New Criticism was accentuated by the academy. For the fact is that
a disciplined attention to language can only thrive in the rarefied atmosphere of
the classroom. Linguistics and literary analysis are features of the modern
school, not of the marketplace. Purifying the language of the tribe—whether as a
project subsumed within modernism or as a hope kept alive by embattled New
Criticisms surrounded by mass culture—always moved further from the really
big existing tribes and closer toward emerging new ones, comprised of the
acolytes of a reforming or even revolutionary creed who in the end seemed to
care more about turning the new creed into an intensely separatist orthodoxy
than about forming a large community of readers.

To its unending credit, the university protects such wishes and shelters them
under the umbrella of academic freedom. Yet advocacy of close reading or of
écriture can quite naturally entail hostility to outsiders who fail to grasp the
salutary powers of verbal analysis; moreover, persuasion too often has turned out
to be less important than purity of intention and execution. In time the guild
adversarial sense grew as the elaborate techniques multiplied, and an interest in
expanding the constituency lost out to a wish for abstract correctness and
methodological rigor within a quasi-monastic order. Critics read each other and
cared about little else.

The parallels between the fate of a New Criticism reduced to abandoning
universal literacy entirely and that of the school of F. R. Leavis are sobering. As
Francis Mulhern reminds us in The Moment of Scrutiny, Leavis was not a
formalist himself and began his career in the context of generally Left politics.
Leavis argued that great literature was fundamentally opposed to a class society
and to the dictates of a coterie. In his view, English studies ought to become the



cornerstone of a new, fundamentally democratic outlook. But largely because the
Leavisites concentrated their work both in and for the university, what began as a
healthy oppositional participation in modern industrial society changed into a
shrill withdrawal from it. English studies became narrower and narrower, in my
opinion, and critical reading degenerated into decisions about what should or
should not be allowed into the great tradition.

[ do not want to be misunderstood as saying that there is something
inherently pernicious about the modern university that produces the changes I
have been describing. Certainly there is a great deal to be said in favor of a
university manifestly not influenced or controlled by coarse partisan politics. But
one thing in particular about the university—and here I speak about the modern
university without distinguishing between European, American, or Third World
and socialist universities—does appear to exercise an almost totally unrestrained
influence: the principle that knowledge ought to exist, be sought after, and
disseminated in a very divided form. Whatever the social, political, economic,
and ideological reasons underlying this principle, it has not long gone without its
challengers. Indeed, it may not be too much of an exaggeration to say that one of
the most interesting motifs in modern world culture has been the debate between
proponents of the belief that knowledge can exist in a synthetic universal form
and, on the other hand, those who believe that knowledge is inevitably produced
and nurtured in specialized compartments. Georg Lukacs’ attack on reification
and his advocacy of “totality,” in my opinion, very tantalizingly resemble the
wide-ranging discussions that have been taking place in the Islamic world since
the late nineteenth century on the need for mediating between the claims of a
totalizing Islamic vision and modern specialized science. These epistemological
controversies are therefore centrally important to the workplace of knowledge
production, the university, in which what knowledge is and how it ought to be
discovered are the very lifeblood of its being.

The most impressive recent work concerning the history, circumstances, and
constitution of modern knowledge has stressed the role of social convention.
Thomas Kuhn’s “paradigm of research,” for example, shifts attention away from
the individual creator to the communal restraints upon personal initiative.
Galileos and Einsteins are infrequent figures not just because genius is a rare
thing but because scientists are borne along by agreed-upon ways to do research,
and this consensus encourages uniformity rather than bold enterprise. Over time
this uniformity acquires the status of a discipline, while its subject matter
becomes a field or territory. Along with these goes a whole apparatus of



techniques, one of whose functions is, as Michel Foucault has tried to show in
The Archaeology of Knowledge, to protect the coherence, the territorial integrity,
the social identity of the field, its adherents and its institutional presence. You
cannot simply choose to be a sociologist or a psychoanalyst; you cannot simply
make statements that have the status of knowledge in anthropology; you cannot
merely suppose that what you say as a historian (however well it may have been
researched) enters historical discourse. You have to pass through certain rules of
accreditation, you must learn the rules, you must speak the language, you must
master the idioms, and you must accept the authorities of the field—determined
in many of the same ways—to which you want to contribute.

In this view of things, expertise is partially determined by how well an
individual learns the rules of the game, so to speak. Yet it is difficult to
determine in absolute terms whether expertise is mainly constituted by the social
conventions governing the intellectual manners of scientists or, on the other
hand, mainly by the putative exigencies of the subject matter itself. Certainly
convention, tradition, and habit create ways of looking at a subject that transform
it completely: and just as certainly there are generic differences between the
subjects of history, literature, and philology that require different (albeit related)
techniques of analysis, disciplinary attitudes, and commonly held views.
Elsewhere I have taken the admittedly aggressive position that Orientalists, area-
studies experts, journalists, and foreign-policy specialists are not always
sensitive to the dangers of self-quotation, endless repetition, and received ideas
that their fields encourage, for reasons that have more to do with politics and
ideology than with any “outside” reality. Hayden White has shown in his work
that historians are subject not just to narrative conventions but also to the
virtually closed space imposed on the interpreter of events by verbal
retrospection, which is very far from being an objective mirror of reality. Yet
even these views, although they are understandably repugnant to many people,
do not go as far as saying that everything about a “field” can be reduced either to
an interpretive convention or to political interest.

Let us grant, therefore, that it would be a long and potentially impossible task
to prove empirically that, on the one hand, there could be objectivity so far as
knowledge about human society is concerned or, on the other, that all knowledge
is esoteric and subjective. Much ink has been spilled on both sides of the debate,
not all of it useful, as Wayne Booth has shown in his discussion of scientism and
modernism, Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent. An instructive opening
out of the impasse—to which I want to return a bit later—has been the body of



techniques developed by the school of reader-response critics: Wolfgang Iser,
Norman Holland, Stanley Fish, and Michael Riffaterre, among others. These
critics argue that since texts without readers are no less incomplete than readers
without texts, we should focus attention on what happens when both components
of the interpretive situation interact. Yet with the exception of Fish, reader-
response critics tend to regard interpretation as an essentially private,
interiorized happening, thereby inflating the role of solitary decoding at the
expense of its just as important social context. In his latest book, Is There a Text
in This Class?, Fish accentuates the role of what he calls interpretive
communities, groups as well as institutions (principal among them the classroom
and pedagogues) whose presence, much more than any unchanging objective
standard or correlative of absolute truth, controls what we consider to be
knowledge. If, as he says, “interpretation is the only game in town,” then it must
follow that interpreters who work mainly by persuasion and not scientific
demonstration are the only players.

I am on Fish’s side there. Unfortunately, though, he does not go very far in
showing why, or even how, some interpretations are more persuasive than others.
Once again we are back to the quandary suggested by the three thousand
advanced critics reading each other to everyone else’s unconcern. Is it the
inevitable conclusion to the formation of an interpretive community that its
constituency, its specialized language, and its concerns tend to get tighter, more
airtight, more self-enclosed as its own self-confirming authority acquires more
power, the solid status of orthodoxy, and a stable constituency? What is the
acceptable humanistic antidote to what one discovers, say, among sociologists,
philosophers, and so-called policy scientists who speak only to and for each
other in a language oblivious to everything but a well-guarded, constantly
shrinking fiefdom forbidden to the uninitiated?

For all sorts of reasons, large answers to these questions do not strike me as
attractive or convincing. For one, the universalizing habit by which a system of
thought is believed to account for everything too quickly slides into a quasi-
religious synthesis. This, it seems to me, is the sobering lesson offered by John
Fekete in The Critical Twilight, an account of how New Criticism led directly to
Marshall McLuhan’s “technocratic-religious eschatology.” In fact, interpretation
and its demands add up to a rough game, once we allow ourselves to step out of
the shelter offered by specialized fields and by fancy all-embracing mythologies.
The trouble with visions, reductive answers, and systems is that they
homogenize evidence very easily. Criticism as such is crowded out and



disallowed from the start, hence impossible; and in the end one learns to
manipulate bits of the system like so many parts of a machine. Far from taking in
a great deal, the universal system as a universal type of explanation either
screens out everything it cannot directly absorb or it repetitively churns out the
same sort of thing all the time. In this way it becomes a kind of conspiracy
theory. Indeed, it has always seemed to me that the supreme irony of what
Derrida has called logocentrism is that its critique, deconstruction, is as insistent,
as monotonous, and as inadvertently systematizing as logocentrism itself. We
may applaud the wish to break out of departmental divisions, therefore, without
at the same time accepting the notion that one single method for doing so exists.
The unheeding insistence of René Girard’s “interdisciplinary” studies of mimetic
desire and scapegoat effects is that they want to convert all human activity, all
disciplines, to one thing. How can we assume this one thing covers everything
that is essential, as Girard keeps suggesting?

This is only a relative skepticism, for one can prefer foxes to hedgehogs
without also saying that all foxes are equal. Let us venture a couple of crucial
distinctions. To the ideas of Kuhn, Foucault, and Fish we can usefully add those
of Giovanni Battista Vico and Antonio Gramsci. Here is what we come up with.
Discourses, interpretive communities, and paradigms of research are produced
by intellectuals, Gramsci says, who can either be religious or secular. Now
Gramsci’s implicit contrast of secular with religious intellectuals is less familiar
than his celebrated division between organic and traditional intellectuals. Yet it is
no less important for that matter. In a letter of August 17, 1931, Gramsci writes
about an old teacher from his Cagliari days, Umberto Cosmo:

It seemed to me that I and Cosmo, and many other intellectuals at this time (say the first fifteen
years of the century) occupied a certain common ground: we were all to some degree part of the
movement of moral and intellectual reform which in Italy stemmed from Benedetto Croce, and
whose first premise was that modern man can and should live without the help of religion ...
positivist religion, mythological religion, or whatever brand one cares to name....2 This point
appears to me even today to be the major contribution made to international culture by modern

Italian intellectuals, and it seems to me a civil conquest that must not be lost.2

Benedetto Croce of course was Vico’s greatest modern student, and it was one of
Croce’s intentions in writing about Vico to reveal explicitly the strong secular
bases of his thought and also to argue in favor of a secure and dominant civil
culture (hence Gramsci’s use of the phrase “civil conquest”). “Conquest” has
perhaps a strange inappropriateness to it, but it serves to dramatize Gramsci’s



contention—also implicit in Vico—that the modern European state is possible
not only because there is a political apparatus (army, police force, bureaucracy)
but because there is a civil, secular, and nonecclesiastical society making the
state possible, providing the state with something to rule, filling the state with its
humanly generated economic, cultural, social, and intellectual production.

Gramsci was unwilling to let the Vichian-Crocean achievement of civil
society’s secular working go in the direction of what he called “immanentist
thought.” Like Arnold before him, Gramsci understood that if nothing in the
social world is natural, not even nature, then it must also be true that things exist
not only because they come into being and are created by human agency
(nascimento) but also because by coming into being they displace something
else that is already there: this is the combative and emergent aspect of social
change as it applies to the world of culture linked to social history. To adapt from
a statement Gramsci makes in The Modern Prince, “reality (and hence cultural
reality) is a product of the application of human will to the society of things,”
and since also “everything is political, even philosophy and philosophies,” we
are to understand that in the realm of culture and of thought each production
exists not only to earn a place for itself but to displace, win out over, others.? All
ideas, philosophies, views, and texts aspire to the consent of their consumers,
and here Gramsci is more percipient than most in recognizing that there is a set
of characteristics unique to civil society in which texts—embodying ideas,
philosophies, and so forth—acquire power through what Gramsci describes as
diffusion, dissemination into and hegemony over the world of “common sense.”
Thus ideas aspire to the condition of acceptance, which is to say that one can
interpret the meaning of a text by virtue of what in its mode of social presence
enables its consent by either a small or a wide group of people.

The secular intellectuals are implicitly present at the center of these
considerations. Social and intellectual authority for them does not derive directly
from the divine but from an analyzable history made by human beings. Here
Vico’s counterposing of the sacred with what he calls the gentile realm is
essential. Created by God, the sacred is a realm accessible only through
revelation: it is ahistorical because complete and divinely untouchable. But
whereas Vico has little interest in the divine, the gentile world obsesses him.
“Gentile” derives from gens, the family group whose exfoliation in time
generates history. But “gentile” is also a secular expanse because the web of
filiations and affiliations that composes human history—Iaw, politics, literature,
power, science, emotion—is informed by ingegno, human ingenuity and spirit.



This, and not a divine fons et origo, is accessible to Vico’s new science.

But here a very particular kind of secular interpretation and, even more
interestingly, a very particular conception of the interpretive situation is entailed.
A direct index of this is the confusing organization of Vico’s book, which seems
to move sideways and backward as often as it moves forward. Because in a very
precise sense God has been excluded from Vico’s secular history, that history, as
well as everything within it, presents its interpreter with a vast horizontal
expanse, across which are to be seen many interrelated structures. The verb “to
look” is therefore frequently employed by Vico to suggest what historical
interpreters need to do. What one cannot see or look at—the past, for example—
is to be divined; Vico’s irony is too clear to miss, since what he argues is that
only by putting oneself in the position of the maker (or divinity) can one grasp
how the past has shaped the present. This involves speculation, supposition,
imagination, sympathy; but in no instance can it be allowed that something other
than human agency caused history. To be sure, there are historical laws of
development, just as there is something that Vico calls divine Providence
mysteriously at work inside history. The fundamental thing is that history and
human society are made up of numerous efforts crisscrossing each other,
frequently at odds with each other, always untidy in the way they involve each
other. Vico’s writing directly reflects this crowded spectacle.

One last observation needs to be made. For Gramsci and Vico, interpretation
must take account of this secular horizontal space only by means appropriate to
what is present there. I understand this to imply that no single explanation
sending one back immediately to a single origin is adequate. And just as there
are no simple dynastic answers, there are no simple discrete historical formations
or social processes. A heterogeneity of human involvement is therefore
equivalent to a heterogeneity of results, as well as of interpretive skills and
techniques. There is no center, no inertly given and accepted authority, no fixed
barriers ordering human history, even though authority, order, and distinction
exist. The secular intellectual works to show the absence of divine originality
and, on the other side, the complex presence of historical actuality. The
conversion of the absence of religion into the presence of actuality is secular
interpretation.

Having rejected global and falsely systematic answers, one had better speak in a
limited and concrete way about the contemporary actuality, which so far as our
discussion here is concerned is Reagan’s America, or, rather, the America



inherited and now ruled over by Reaganism. Take literature and politics, for
example. It is not too much of an exaggeration to say that an implicit consensus
has been building for the past decade in which the study of literature is
considered to be profoundly, even constitutively nonpolitical. When you discuss
Keats or Shakespeare or Dickens, you may touch on political subjects, of course,
but it is assumed that the skills traditionally associated with modern literary
criticism (what is now called rhetoric, reading, textuality, tropology, or
deconstruction) are there to be applied to literary texts, not, for instance, to a
government document, a sociological or ethnological report, or a newspaper.
This separation of fields, objects, disciplines, and foci constitutes an amazingly
rigid structure which, to my knowledge, is almost never discussed by literary
scholars. There seems to be an unconsciously held norm guaranteeing the simple
essence of “fields,” a word which in turn has acquired the intellectual authority
of a natural, objective fact. Separation, simplicity, silent norms of pertinence:
this is one depoliticizing strain of considerable force, since it is capitalized on by
professions, institutions, discourses, and a massively reinforced consistency of
specialized fields. One corollary of this is the proliferating orthodoxy of separate
fields. “I’m sorry I can’t understand this—I’m a literary critic, not a sociologist.”

The intellectual toll this has taken in the work of the most explicitly political
of recent critics—Marxists, in the instance I shall discuss here—is very high.
Fredric Jameson has recently produced what is by any standard a major work of
intellectual criticism, The Political Unconscious. What it discusses, it discusses
with a rare brilliance and learning: I have no reservations at all about that. He
argues that priority ought to be given to the political interpretation of literary
texts and that Marxism, as an interpretive act as opposed to other methods, is
“that ‘untranscendable horizon’ that subsumes such apparently antagonistic or
incommensurable critical operations [as the other varieties of interpretive act]
assigning them an undoubted sectoral validity within itself, and thus at once
cancelling and preserving them.”2 Thus Jameson avails himself of all the most
powerful and contradictory of contemporary methodologies, enfolding them in a
series of original readings of modern novels, producing in the end a working
through of three “semantic horizons” of which the third “phase” is the Marxist:
hence, from explication de texte, through the ideological discourses of social
classes, to the ideology of form itself, perceived against the ultimate horizon of
human history.

It cannot be emphasized too strongly that Jameson’s book presents a
remarkably complex and deeply attractive argument to which I cannot do justice



here. This argument reaches its climax in Jameson’s conclusion, in which the
utopian element in all cultural production is shown to play an underanalyzed and
liberating role in human society; additionally, in a much too brief and suggestive
passage, Jameson touches on three political discussions (involving the state, law,
and nationalism) for which the Marxist hermeneutic he has outlined, fully a
negative as well as a positive hermeneutic, can be particularly useful.

We are still left, however, with a number of nagging difficulties. Beneath the
surface of the book lies an unadmitted dichotomy between two kinds of
“Politics”: (1) the politics defined by political theory from Hegel to Louis
Althusser and Ernst Bloch; (2) the politics of struggle and power in the everyday
world, which in the United States at least has been won, so to speak, by Reagan.
As to why this distinction should exist at all, Jameson says very little. This is
even more troubling when we realize that Politics 2 is only discussed once, in
the course of a long footnote. There he speaks in a general way about “ethnic
groups, neighborhood movements ... rank-and-file labor groups,” and so on and
quite perspicaciously enters a plea for alliance politics in the United States as
distinguished from France, where the totalizing global politics imposed on
nearly every constituency has either inhibited or repressed their local
development (p. 54). He is absolutely right of course (and would have been more
so had he extended his arguments to a United States dominated by only two
parties). Yet the irony is that in criticizing the global perspective and admitting
its radical discontinuity with local alliance politics, Jameson is also advocating a
strong hermeneutic globalism which will have the effect of subsuming the local
in the synchronic. This is almost like saying: Don’t worry; Reagan is merely a
passing phenomenon: the cunning of history will get him too. Yet except for
what suspiciously resembles a religious confidence in the teleological efficacy of
the Marxist vision, there is no way, to my mind, by which the local is necessarily
going to be subsumed, cancelled, preserved, and resolved by the synchronic.
Moreover, Jameson leaves it entirely up to the reader to guess what the
connection is between the synchrony and theory of Politics 1 and the molecular
struggles of Politics 2. Is there continuity or discontinuity between one realm
and the other? How do quotidian politics and the struggle for power enter into
the hermeneutic, if not by simple instruction from above or by passive osmosis?

These are unanswered questions precisely because, I think, Jameson’s
assumed constituency is an audience of cultural-literary critics. And this
constituency in contemporary America is premised on and made possible by the
separation of disciplines I spoke about earlier. This further aggravates the



discursive separation of Politics 1 from Politics 2, creating the obvious
impression that Jameson is dealing with autonomous realms of human effort.
And this has a still more paradoxical result. In his concluding chapter, Jameson
suggests allusively that the components of class consciousness—such things as
group solidarity against outside threats—are at bottom utopian “insofar as all
such (class-based) collectivities are figures for the ultimate concrete collective
life of an achieved Utopian or classless society.” Right at the heart of this thesis
we find the notion that “ideological commitment is not first and foremost a
matter of moral choice but of the taking of sides in a struggle between embattled
groups” (pp. 291, 290). The difficulty here is that whereas moral choice is a
category to be rigorously de-Platonized and historicized, there is no inevitability
—Ilogical or otherwise—for reducing it completely to “the taking of sides in a
struggle between embattled groups.” On the molecular level of an individual
peasant family thrown off its land, who is to say whether the desire for
restitution is exclusively a matter of taking sides or of making the moral choice
to resist dispossession. I cannot be sure. But what is so indicative of Jameson’s
position is that from the global, synchronic hermeneutic overview, moral choice
plays no role, and, what is more, the matter is not investigated empirically or
historically (as Barrington Moore has tried to do in Injustice: The Social Basis of
Obedience and Revolt).

Jameson has certainly earned the right to be one of the preeminent
spokesmen for what is best in American cultural Marxism. He is discussed this
way by a well-known English Marxist, Terry Eagleton, in a recent article, “The
Idealism of American Criticism.” Eagleton’s discussion contrasts Jameson and
Frank Lentricchia with the main currents of contemporary American theory
which, according to Eagleton, “develops by way of inventing new idealist
devices for the repression of history.”® Nevertheless, Eagleton’s admiration for
Jameson and Lentricchia does not prevent him from seeing the limitations of
their work, their political “unclarity,” their lingering pragmatism, eclecticism, the
relationship of their hermeneutic criticism to Reagan’s ascendancy, and—in
Jameson’s case especially—their nostalgic Hegelianism. This is not to say,
however, that Eagleton expects either of them to toe the current ultra-Left line,
which alleges that “the production of Marxist readings of classical texts is class-
collaborationism.” But he is right to say that “the question irresistibly raised for
the Marxist reader of Jameson is simply this: How is a Marxist-structuralist
analysis of a minor novel of Balzac to help shake the foundations of capitalism?”
Clearly the answer to this question is that such readings won’t; but what does



Eagleton propose as an alternative? Here we come to the disabling cost of rigidly
enforced intellectual and disciplinary divisions, which also affects Marxism.

For we may as well acknowledge that Eagleton writes about Jameson as a
fellow Marxist. This is intellectual solidarity, yes, but within a “field” defined
principally as an intellectual discourse existing solely within an academy that
has left the extra-academic outside world to the new Right and to Reagan. It
follows with a kind of natural inevitability that if one such confinement is
acceptable, others can be acceptable: Eagleton faults Jameson for the practical
ineffectiveness of his Marxist-structuralism but, on the other hand, meekly takes
for granted that he and Jameson inhabit the small world of literary studies, speak
its language, deal only with its problematics. Why this should be so is hinted at
obscurely by Eagleton when he avers that “the ruling class” determines what
uses are made of literature for the purpose of “ideological reproduction” and that
as revolutionaries “we” cannot select “the literary terrain on which the battle is
to be engaged.” It does not seem to have occurred to Eagleton that what he finds
weakest in Jameson and Lentricchia, their marginality and vestigial idealism, is
what also makes him bewail their rarefied discourse at the same time that he
somehow accepts it as his own. The very same specialized ethos has been
attenuated a little more now: Eagleton, Jameson, and Lentricchia are literary
Marxists who write for literary Marxists, who are in cloistral seclusion from the
inhospitable world of real politics. Both “literature” and “Marxism” are thereby
confirmed in their apolitical content and methodology: literary criticism is still
“only” literary criticism, Marxism only Marxism, and politics is mainly what the
literary critic talks about longingly and hopelessly.

This rather long digression on the consequences of the separation of “fields”
brings me directly to a second aspect of the politics of interpretation viewed
from a secular perspective rigorously responsive to the Age of Reagan. It is
patently true that, even within the atomized order of disciplines and fields,
methodological investigations can and indeed do occur. But the prevailing mode
of intellectual discourse is militantly antimethodological, if by methodological
we mean a questioning of the structure of fields and discourses themselves. A
principle of silent exclusion operates within and at the boundaries of discourse;
this has now become so internalized that fields, disciplines, and their discourses
have taken on the status of immutable durability. Licensed members of the field,
which has all the trappings of a social institution, are identifiable as belonging to
a guild, and for them words like “expert” and “objective” have an important
resonance. To acquire a position of authority within the field is, however, to be



involved internally in the formation of a canon, which usually turns out to be a
blocking device for methodological and disciplinary self-questioning. When J.
Hillis Miller says, “I believe in the established canon of English and American
Literature and the validity of the concept of privileged texts,” he is saying
something that has moment by virtue neither of its logical truth nor of its
demonstrable clarity. Its power derives from his social authority as a well-
known professor of English, a man of deservedly great reputation, a teacher of
well-placed students. And what he says more or less eliminates the possibility of
asking whether canons (and the imprimatur placed upon canons by a literary
critic) are more methodologically necessary to the order of dominance within a
guild than they are to the secular study of human history.

If 1 single out literary and humanistic scholars in what I am saying, it is
because, for better or worse, I am dealing with texts, and texts are the very point
of departure and culmination for literary scholars. Literary scholars read and
they write, both of which are activities having more to do with wit, flexibility,
and questioning than they do with solidifying ideas into institutions or with
bludgeoning readers into unquestioning submission. Above all it seems to me
that it goes directly against the grain of reading and writing to erect barriers
between texts or to create monuments out of texts—unless, of course, literary
scholars believe themselves to be servants of some outside power requiring this
duty from them. The curricula of most literature departments in the university
today are constructed almost entirely out of monuments, canonized into rigid
dynastic formation, serviced and reserviced monotonously by a shrinking guild
of humble servitors. The irony is that this is usually done in the name of
historical research and traditional humanism, and yet such canons often have
very little historical accuracy to them. To take one small example, Robert
Darnton has shown that

much of what passes today as 18th century French literature wasn’t much read by Frenchmen in the
18th century.... We suffer from an arbitrary notion of literary history as a canon of classics, one
which was developed by professors of literature in the 19th and 20th centuries—while in fact what
people of the 18th century were reading was very different. By studying the publisher’s accounts
and papers at [the Société Typographique de] Neufchatel I’ve been able to construct a kind of
bestseller list of pre-revolutionary France, and it doesn’t look anything like the reading lists passed

out in classrooms today.g

Hidden beneath the pieties surrounding the canonical monuments is a guild



solidarity that dangerously resembles a religious consciousness. It is worth
recalling Michael Bakunin in Dieu et [’état: “In their existing organization,
monopolizing science and remaining thus outside social life, the savants form a
separate caste, in many respects analogous to the priesthood. Scientific
abstraction is their God, living and real individuals are their victims, and they are
the consecrated and licensed sacrificers.”® The current interest in producing
enormous biographies of consecrated great authors is one aspect of this
priestifying. By isolating and elevating the subject beyond his or her time and
society, an exaggerated respect for single individuals is produced along with,
naturally enough, awe for the biographer’s craft. There are similar distortions in
the emphasis placed on autobiographical literature whose modish name is “self-
fashioning.”

All this, then, atomizes, privatizes, and reifies the untidy realm of secular
history and creates a peculiar configuration of constituencies and interpretive
communities: this is the third major aspect of a contemporary politics of
interpretation. An almost invariable rule of order is that very little of the
circumstances making interpretive activity possible is allowed to seep into the
interpretive circle itself. This is peculiarly (not to say distressingly) in evidence
when humanists are called in to dignify discussions of major public issues. I
shall say nothing here about the egregious lapses (mostly concerning the
relationship between the government-corporate policymakers and humanists on
questions of national and foreign policy) to be found in the Rockefeller
Foundation—funded report The Humanities in American Life. More crudely
dramatic for my purposes is another Rockefeller enterprise, a conference on
“The Reporting of Religion in the Media,” held in August 1980. In addressing
his opening remarks to the assembled collection of clerics, philosophers, and
other humanists, Martin Marty evidently felt it would be elevating the discussion
somewhat if he brought Admiral Stansfield Turner, head of the CIA, to his
assistance: he therefore “quoted Admiral Turner’s assertion that United States
intelligence agencies had overlooked the importance of religion in Iran, ‘because
everyone knew it had so little place and power in the modern world.”” No one
seemed to notice the natural affinity assumed by Marty between the CIA and
scholars. It was all part of the mentality decreeing that humanists were
humanists and experts experts no matter who sponsored their work, usurped their
freedom of judgment and independence of research, or assimilated them
unquestioningly to state service, even as they protested again and again that they
were objective and nonpolitical.



Let me cite one small personal anecdote at the risk of overstating the point.
Shortly before my book Covering Islam appeared, a private foundation convened
a seminar on the book to be attended by journalists, scholars, and diplomats, all
of whom had professional interests in how the Islamic world was being reported
and represented in the West generally. I was to answer questions. One Pulitzer
Prize—winning journalist, who is now the foreign news editor of a leading
Eastern newspaper, was asked to lead the discussion, which he did by
summarizing my argument briefly and on the whole not very accurately. He
concluded his remarks by a question meant to initiate discussion: “Since you say
that Islam is badly reported [actually my argument in the book is that “Islam”
isn’t something to be reported or nonreported: it is an ideological abstraction],
could you tell us how we should report the Islamic world in order to help clarify
the U.S.’s strategic interests there?” When I objected to the question, on the
grounds that journalism was supposed to be either reporting or analyzing the
news and not serving as an adjunct to the National Security Council, no attention
was paid to what in everyone’s eyes was an irrelevant naiveté on my part. Thus
have the security interests of the state been absorbed silently into journalistic
interpretation: expertise is therefore supposed to be unaffected by its institutional
affiliations with power, although of course it is exactly those affiliations—hidden
but assumed unquestioningly—that make the expertise possible and imperative.

Given this context, then, a constituency is principally a clientele: people who
use (and perhaps buy) your services because you and others belonging to your
guild are certified experts. For the relatively unmarketable humanists whose
wares are “soft” and whose expertise is almost by definition marginal, their
constituency is a fixed one composed of other humanists, students, government
and corporate executives, and media employees, who use the humanist to assure
a harmless place for “the humanities” or culture or literature in the society. I
hasten to recall, however, that this is the role voluntarily accepted by humanists
whose notion of what they do is neutralized, specialized, and nonpolitical in the
extreme. To an alarming degree, the present continuation of the humanities
depends, I think, on the sustained self-purification of humanists for whom the
ethic of specialization has become equivalent to minimizing the content of their
work and increasing the composite wall of guild consciousness, social authority,
and exclusionary discipline around themselves. Opponents are therefore not
people in disagreement with the constituency but people to be kept out,
nonexperts and nonspecialists, for the most part.

Whether all this makes an interpretive community, in the secular and



noncommercial, noncoercive sense of the word, is very seriously to be doubted.
If a community is based principally on keeping people out and on defending a
tiny fiefdom (in perfect complicity with the defenders of other fiefdoms) on the
basis of a mysteriously pure subject’s inviolable integrity, then it is a religious
community. The secular realm I have presupposed requires a more open sense of
community as something to be won and of audiences as human beings to be
addressed. How, then, can we understand the present setting in such a way as to
see in it the possibility of change? How can interpretation be interpreted as
having a secular, political force in an age determined to deny interpretation
anything but a role as mystification?

I shall organize my remarks around the notion of representation, which, for
literary scholars at least, has a primordial importance. From Aristotle to
Auerbach and after, mimesis is inevitably to be found in discussions of literary
texts. Yet as even Auerbach himself showed in his monographic stylistic studies,
techniques of representation in literary work have always been related to, and in
some measure have depended on, social formations. The phrase “la cour et la
ville,” for example, makes primarily literary sense in a text by Nicolas Boileau,
and although the text itself gives the phrase a peculiarly refined local meaning, it
nevertheless presupposed both an audience that knew he referred to what
Auerbach calls “his social environment” and the social environment itself, which
made references to it possible. This is not simply a matter of reference, since,
from a verbal point of view, referents can be said to be equal and equally verbal.
Even in very minute analyses, Auerbach’s view does, however, have to do with
the coexistence of realms—the literary, the social, the personal—and the way in
which they make use of, affiliate with, and represent each other.

With very few exceptions, contemporary literary theories assume the relative
independence and even autonomy of literary representation over (and not just
from) all others. Novelistic verisimilitude, poetic tropes, and dramatic metaphors
(Lukacs, Harold Bloom, Francis Ferguson) are representations to and for
themselves of the novel, the poem, the drama: this, I think, accurately sums up
the assumptions underlying the three influential (and, in their own way, typical)
theories I have referred to. Moreover, the organized study of literature—en soi
and pour soi—is premised on the constitutively primary act of literary (that is,
artistic) representation, which in turn absorbs and incorporates other realms,
other representations, secondary to it. But all this institutional weight has



precluded a sustained, systematic examination of the coexistence of and the
interrelationship between the literary and the social, which is where
representation—from journalism, to political struggle, to economic production
and power—plays an extraordinarily important role. Confined to the study of
one representational complex, literary critics accept and paradoxically ignore the
lines drawn around what they do.

This is depoliticization with a vengeance, and it must, I think, be understood
as an integral part of the historical moment presided over by Reaganism. The
division of intellectual labor I spoke of earlier can now be seen as assuming a
thematic importance in the contemporary culture as a whole. For if the study of
literature is “only” about literary representation, then it must be the case that
literary representations and literary activities (writing, reading, producing the
“humanities,” and arts and letters) are essentially ornamental, possessing at most
secondary ideological characteristics. The consequence is that to deal with
literature as well as the broadly defined “humanities” is to deal with the
nonpolitical, although quite evidently the political realm is presumed to lie just
beyond (and beyond the reach of) literary, and hence literate, concern.

A perfect recent embodiment of this state of affairs is the September 30,
1981, issue of The New Republic. The lead editorial analyzes the United States’
policy toward South Africa and ends up supporting this policy, which even the
most “moderate” of Black African states interpret (correctly, as even the United
States explicitly confesses) as a policy supporting the South African settler-
colonial regime. The last article of the issue includes a mean personal attack on
me as “an intellectual in the thrall of Soviet totalitarianism,” a claim that is as
disgustingly McCarthyite as it is intellectually fraudulent. Now at the very center
of this issue of the magazine—a fairly typical issue by the way—is a long and
decently earnest book review by Christopher Hill, a leading Marxist historian.
What boggles the mind is not the mere coincidence of apologies for apartheid
rubbing shoulders with good Marxist sense but how the one antipode includes
(without any reference at all) what the other, the Marxist pole, performs
unknowingly.

There are two very impressive points of reference for this discussion of what
can be called the national culture as a nexus of relationships between “fields,”
many of them employing representation as their technique of distribution and
production. (It will be obvious here that I exclude the creative arts and the
natural sciences.) One is Perry Anderson’s “Components of the National
Culture” (1969);12 the other is Regis Debray’s study of the French intelligentsia,



Teachers, Writers, Celebrities (1980). Anderson’s argument is that an absent
intellectual center in traditional British thought about society was vulnerable to a
“white” (antirevolutionary, conservative) immigration into Britain from Europe.
This in turn produced a blockage of sociology, a technicalization of philosophy,
an idea-free empiricism in history, and an idealist aesthetics. Together these and
other disciplines form “something like a closed system,” in which subversive
discourses like Marxism and psychoanalysis were for a time quarantined; now,
however, they too have been incorporated. The French case, according to
Debray, exhibits a series of three hegemonic conquests in time. First there was
the era of the secular universities, which ended with World War 1. That was
succeeded by the era of the publishing houses, a time between the wars when
Gallimard-NRF—agglomerates of gifted writers and essayists that included
Jacques Riviere, André Gide, Marcel Proust, and Paul Valéry—replaced the
social and intellectual authority of the somewhat overproductive, mass-
populated universities. Finally, during the 1960s, intellectual life was absorbed
into the structure of the mass media: worth, merit, attention, and visibility
slipped from the pages of books to be estimated by frequency of appearance on
the television screen. At this point, then, a new hierarchy, what Debray calls a
mediocracy, emerges, and it rules the schools and the book industry.

There are certain similarities between Debray’s France and Anderson’s
England, on the one hand, and Reagan’s America, on the other. They are
interesting, but I cannot spend time talking about them. The differences are,
however, more instructive. Unlike France, high culture in America is assumed to
be above politics as a matter of unanimous convention. And unlike England, the
intellectual center here is filled not by European imports (although they play a
considerable role) but by an unquestioned ethic of objectivity and realism, based
essentially on an epistemology of separation and difference. Thus each field is
separate from the others because the subject matter is separate. Each separation
corresponds immediately to a separation in function, institution, history, and
purpose. Each discourse “represents” the field, which in turn is supported by its
own constituency and the specialized audience to which it appeals. The mark of
true professionalism is accuracy of representation of society, vindicated in the
case of sociology, for instance, by a direct correlation between representation of
society and corporate and/or governmental interests, a role in social
policymaking, access to political authority. Literary studies, conversely, are
realistically not about society but about masterpieces in need of periodic
adulation and appreciation. Such correlations make possible the use of words
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like “objectivity,” “realism,” and “moderation” when used in sociology or in
literary criticism. And these notions in turn assure their own confirmation by
careful selectivity of evidence, the incorporation and subsequent neutralization
of dissent (also known as pluralism), and networks of insiders, experts whose
presence is due to their conformity, not to any rigorous judgment of their past
performance (the good team player always turns up).

But I must press on, even though there are numerous qualifications and
refinements to be added at this point (e.g., the organized relationship between
clearly affiliated fields such as political science and sociology versus the use by
one field of another unrelated one for the purposes of national policy issues; the
network of patronage and the insider/outsider dichotomy; the strange cultural
encouragement of theories stressing such “components” of the structure of
power as chance, morality, American innocence, decentralized egos, etc.). The
particular mission of the humanities is, in the aggregate, to represent
noninterference in the affairs of the everyday world. As we have seen, there has
been a historical erosion in the role of letters since the New Criticism, and I have
suggested that the conjuncture of a narrowly based university environment for
technical language and literature studies with the self-policing, self-purifying
communities erected even by Marxist, as well as other disciplinary, discourses,
produced a very small but definite function for the humanities: to represent
humane marginality, which is also to preserve and if possible to conceal the
hierarchy of powers that occupy the center, define the social terrain, and fix the
limits of use functions, fields, marginality, and so on. Some of the corollaries of
this role for the humanities generally and literary criticism in particular are that
the institutional presence of humanities guarantees a space for the deployment of
free-floating abstractions (scholarship, taste, tact, humanism) that are defined in
advance as indefinable; that when it is not easily domesticated, “theory” is
employable as a discourse of occultation and legitimation; that self-regulation is
the ethos behind which the institutional humanities allow and in a sense
encourage the unrestrained operation of market forces that were traditionally
thought of as subject to ethical and philosophical review.

Very broadly stated, then, noninterference for the humanist means laissez-
faire: “they” can run the country, we will explicate Wordsworth and Schlegel. It
does not stretch things greatly to note that noninterference and rigid
specialization in the academy are directly related to what has been called a
counterattack by “highly mobilized business elites” in reaction to the
immediately preceding period during which national needs were thought of as



fulfilled by resources allocated collectively and democratically. However,
working through foundations, think tanks, sectors of the academy, and the
government, corporate elites according to David Dickson and David Noble
“proclaimed a new age of reason while remystifying reality.” This involved a set
of “interrelated” epistemological and ideological imperatives, which are an
extrapolation from the noninterference I spoke about earlier. Each of these
imperatives is in congruence with the way intellectual and academic “fields”
view themselves internally and across the dividing lines:

1. The rediscovery of the self-regulating market, the wonders of free enterprise, and the classical
liberal attack on government regulation of the economy, all in the name of liberty.

2. The reinvention of the idea of progress, now cast in terms of “innovation” and
“reindustrialization,” and the limitation of expectations and social welfare in the quest for

productivity.
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3. The attack on democracy, in the name of “efficiency,” “manageability,” “governability,”
“rationality,” and “competence.”

4. The remystification of science through the promotion of formalized decision methodologies,
the restoration of the authority of expertise, and the renewed use of science as legitimation for
social policy through deepening industry ties to universities and other “free” institutions of

policy analysis and recommendation. 1!

In other words, (1) says that literary criticism minds its own business and is
“free” to do what it wishes with no community responsibility whatever. Hence at
one end of the scale, for instance, is the recent successful attack on the NEH for
funding too many socially determined programs and, at the other end, the
proliferation of private critical languages with an absurdist bent presided over
paradoxically by “big name professors,” who also extoll the virtues of
humanism, pluralism, and humane scholarship. Retranslated, (2) has meant that
the number of jobs for young graduates has shrunk dramatically as the
“inevitable” result of market forces, which in turn prove the marginality of
scholarship that is premised on its own harmless social obsolescence. This has
created a demand for sheer innovation and indiscriminate publication (e.g., the
sudden increase in advanced critical journals; the departmental need for experts
and courses in theory and structuralism), and it has virtually destroyed the career
trajectory and social horizons of young people within the system. Imperatives (3)
and (4) have meant the recrudescence of strict professionalism for sale to any
client, deliberately oblivious of the complicity between the academy, the



government, and the corporations, decorously silent on the large questions of
social, economic, and foreign policy.

Very well: if what I have been saying has any validity, then the politics of
interpretation demands a dialectical response from a critical consciousness
worthy of its name. Instead of noninterference and specialization, there must be
interference, a crossing of borders and obstacles, a determined attempt to
generalize exactly at those points where generalizations seem impossible to
make. One of the first interferences to be ventured, then, is a crossing from
literature, which is supposed to be subjective and powerless, into those exactly
parallel realms, now covered by journalism and the production of information,
that employ representation but are supposed to be objective and powerful. Here
we have a superb guide in John Berger, in whose most recent work there is the
basis of a major critique of modern representation. Berger suggests that if we
regard photography as coeval in its origins with sociology and positivism (and I
would add the classic realistic novel), we see that

what they shared was the hope that observable quantifiable facts, recorded by experts, would
constitute the proven truth that humanity required. Precision would replace metaphysics; planning
would resolve conflicts. What happened, instead, was that the way was opened to a view of the
world in which everything and everybody could be reduced to a factor in a calculation, and the

calculation was profit.g

Much of the world today is represented in this way: as the McBride Commission
Report has it, a tiny handful of large and powerful oligarchies control about
ninety percent of the world’s information and communication flows. This
domain, staffed by experts and media executives, is, as Herbert Schiller and
others have shown, affiliated to an even smaller number of governments, at the
very same time that the rhetoric of objectivity, balance, realism, and freedom
covers what is being done. And for the most part, such consumer items as “the
news”—a euphemism for ideological images of the world that determine
political reality for a vast majority of the world’s population—hold forth,
untouched by interfering secular and critical minds, who for all sorts of obvious
reasons are not hooked into the systems of power.

This is not the place, nor is there time, to advance a fully articulated program
of interference. I can only suggest in conclusion that we need to think about
breaking out of the disciplinary ghettos in which as intellectuals we have been
confined, to reopen the blocked social processes ceding objective representation
(hence power) of the world to a small coterie of experts and their clients, to



consider that the audience for literacy is not a closed circle of three thousand
professional critics but the community of human beings living in society, and to
regard social reality in a secular rather than a mystical mode, despite all the
protestations about realism and objectivity.

Two concrete tasks—again adumbrated by Berger—strike me as particularly
useful. One is to use the visual faculty (which also happens to be dominated by
visual media such as television, news photography, and commercial film, all of
them fundamentally immediate, “objective,” and ahistorical) to restore the
nonsequential energy of lived historical memory and subjectivity as fundamental
components of meaning in representation. Berger calls this an alternative use of
photography: using photomontage to tell other stories than the official sequential
or ideological ones produced by institutions of power. (Superb examples are
Sarah Graham-Brown’s photo-essay The Palestinians and Their Society and
Susan Meisalas’ Nicaragua.) Second is opening the culture to experiences of the
Other which have remained “outside” (and have been repressed or framed in a
context of confrontational hostility) the norms manufactured by “insiders.” An
excellent example is Malek Alloula’s Le Harem colonial, a study of early
twentieth-century postcards and photographs of Algerian harem women. The
pictorial capture of colonized people by colonizer, which signifies power, is
reenacted by a young Algerian sociologist, Alloula, who sees his own
fragmented history in the pictures, then reinscribes this history in his text as the
result of understanding and making that intimate experience intelligible for an
audience of modern European readers.

In both instances, finally, we have the recovery of a history hitherto either
misrepresented or rendered invisible. Stereotypes of the Other have always been
connected to political actualities of one sort or another, just as the truth of lived
communal (or personal) experience has often been totally sublimated in official
narratives, institutions, and ideologies. But in having attempted—and perhaps
even successfully accomplishing—this recovery, there is the crucial next phase:
connecting these more politically vigilant forms of interpretation to an ongoing
political and social praxis. Short of making that connection, even the best-
intentioned and the cleverest interpretive activity is bound to sink back into the
murmur of mere prose. For to move from interpretation to its politics is in large
measure to go from undoing to doing, and this, given the currently accepted
divisions between criticism and art, is risking all the discomfort of a great
unsettlement in ways of seeing and doing. One must refuse to believe, however,
that the comforts of specialized habits can be so seductive as to keep us all in our



assigned places.
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Bursts of Meaning

The standard objection to John Berger’s criticism of the visual arts is that it is
too sentimental, too earnest. Leftist critics in particular tend to find Berger
mushy and vague, despite his obviously rigorous position on the social functions
of art in capitalist (or socialist) society. Such objections, however, seem to me
both inaccurate and uninteresting, given Berger’s deliberate style of commentary
and its remarkably suggestive, as well as original, accomplishments.

Nevertheless, Berger is not easy to digest, partly because he has a great deal
to say in his stream of essays, books of criticism, film scripts, and novels, and
partly because he says it in unusual ways. He relies on no single method,
although he takes from various semiologists and iconographers the better things
they have to offer. He is that rare being, an unorthodox Marxist who doesn’t feel
the need to construct a massive new theoretical framework to account for the
unforeseen complexities of late capitalism. His knowledge of art history,
philosophy, and literature, like his acute political sense, is sophisticated without
being heavy or obtrusive. The best thing about him, though, is his relentless
striving for accessible truths about the visual arts—their ambiguity, memorial
enchainments, half-conscious projections, and irreducibly subjective force.

Berger has been typecast as an English eccentric who has chosen to live
among peasants in a particularly rough and mountainous area of France. A closer
look at his recent work, however, reveals a more systematic, philosophical, and
political project than the rather empirical cast of his prose suggests. His interest
in the peasant life he discusses in Pig Earth, for example, is intensified by the
fact that such life is now threatened with extinction. Similarly, his studies of
Picasso, photography, and “ways of seeing” attempt to rescue the valuable in art
from the false reputations, advertising clichés, and routine judgments that might
otherwise triumph. Berger’s project is to distinguish the authentic from the
merely successful, and to save the former from the ravages of the latter.

Another Way of Telling is perhaps his most ambitious work along these lines:
for the first time he offers an explicit and sustained account of art’s positive uses
in a setting hostile to art as felt experience. Berger’s co-author is the great Swiss



photographer Jean Mohr, with whom he produced such classics as A Fortunate
Man and A Seventh Man. Another Way of Telling begins with a series of personal
reflections by Mohr on his art; next is Berger’s extended essay, “Appearances,”
on the meaning of photographs and photo-sequences; followed by “If each time

..,” a section containing 150 photographs by Mohr, carefully arranged and
centered around the life of an elderly French peasant woman. Berger returns with
“Stories,” a few pages on the relationship between prose narratives and the order
of visual succession. The book ends with an absolute masterpiece of a
photograph by Mohr opposite a short poem by Berger: photograph and poem
together produce another way of telling about the reality of an old peasant, this
one a man, facing a day’s chores at an ungodly morning hour. Narrative has been
replaced by constellations of experience (what Gerard Manley Hopkins would
have called bursts of meaning) that convey the privacy as well as the context of
the old man’s life.

This rather schematic account cannot do this rich book justice. The
photographs that accompany Mohr’s ruminations on his artistic practice are
extraordinary both as pictures and as accompaniment to the text. This is
especially true of two sets of photographs. One consists of pictures of a blind
Indian girl who, while listening to Mohr make animal sounds, breaks out into a
shatteringly beautiful smile; a moment later we see her lapsing back into lonely
repose. The second set is of hungry Indonesian children running alongside
Mohr’s train, hands outstretched yet receiving nothing. He says that they became
an obsession with him, a feeling echoed by the children’s fugitive grace, despite
their emaciated bodies and unnaturally bright eyes.

But at the heart of the book is, I think, an argument against linear sequence—
that is, sequence construed by Berger as the symbol of dehumanizing political
processes. For Mohr and Berger, the contemporary world is dominated by
monopolistic systems of order, all engaged in the extinction of privacy,
subjectivity, free choice. According to Berger, this state of affairs is a
consequence of the violent conflation of time with History—objective, official,
real—that occurred as part of industrialization in the nineteenth century. “Public
photography” reduces a man weeping or “a door or a volcano” to a statistic, a
recordable fact, a commodity. Subjectivity, whose last social function is “the
individual consumer’s dream,” is forcibly attenuated:

From this primary suppression of the social function of subjectivity, other suppressions follow: of

meaningful democracy (replaced by opinion polls and market-research techniques), of social



conscience (replaced by self-interest), of history (replaced by racism and other myths), of hope—
the most subjective and social of all energies (replaced by the sacralization of Progress as

Comfort).

In control systems and in scientific investigations, photographs supply
identity and information respectively. In advertising or journalism, photographs
are used as if they belonged to the same order of truth as science or control
systems; the communications industry would like to press viewers into accepting
the photograph as evidence either of buyable goods or of immutable reality. Buy
this product because it will make you happy; the poor are sick and hungry, and
that’s the way it is.

In fact, because of its peculiar status as a quotation from reality containing
traces of the historic world, the photograph bears an ambiguity within itself that
is not so easily co-opted. As a “way of telling,” the historical model not only
objectifies the world; it also forces on it “the principle of historical progress.”
This, Berger says, does “a deep violence” to subjective experience by coercing
reality into linear forms that narrate progress—thus eliminating the timeless, the
dead, superstition, embedded conservatism, eternal laws, fatalism, and the like.
Private photographs, however, those “fragile images, often carried next to the
heart or placed by the side of the bed, are used to refer to that which historical
time has no right to destroy.” Every photograph, therefore, is the result of a
choice (of the instant to be photographed), although its meanings depend on the
viewer’s ability to lend it a past and a future, to reinsert the discontinuous instant
into a durational continuum. The photograph’s ambiguity can thus be either
acknowledged—at which point interpretive words supplied for the photograph
lift it from the level of fact to the level of suggestion and ideas—or denied, in
which case it is subject to “the opportunism of corporate capitalism.”

To read or interpret photographs, then, is to unite the human expectation of
coherence with the language of appearances. The richer the photograph in
quotation, the broader the scope for creative interpretation and the more the
photographic instant achieves “another kind of meaning.” This new kind of
meaning is born when “confronting the event [the subject of the photograph]
extends and joins it to other events, thus widening [the photograph’s] diameter.”
All this, like a stone in water, breaks the one-directional flow of sequential
narratives decreeing that what journalists, government discourse, and scientific
experts say is History, whereas the private subjective experience is not.
Photographs are therefore potentially insurrectionary, so long as the language



interpreting them does not, like most semiological discourse, become “reductive
and disapproving.”

Berger’s language is neither. No one can more ably turn frozen surfaces into
tractable worlds, “appropriated by reflection, permeated by feelings.” And no
one has so persuasively made it possible to read a sequence of photographs—in
this particular case, the set of 150 that radiate out from one humble peasant life
—as a “field of coexistence like the field of memory.” In destroying the notion
of sequence, Berger allows one to see mutual “energies of attraction” between
photographs, so that, as he says, the ambiguity of photographs “at last becomes
true.” And this ambiguity, of course, is another way of telling about human life.

Berger and Mohr answer directly and eloquently to the need for some leftist
alternative to an almost incredibly successful capitalist culture, whose inhuman
sequences of order—newspaper columns, TV news narratives, official expertise
—assume a silently complacent constituency. Their work derives from Walter
Benjamin in some ways (Benjamin also preferred the episodic, deliberately un-
booklike collection of pieces, seeing such “inconspicuous forms” as better suited
to influence “active communities” than “the pretentious, universal gesture of the
book”) and from Marcuse in others. The frankly libertarian and optimistic bias
of Berger’s style, however, is his alone.

And yet, for all its brilliance, Another Way of Telling leaves me with a certain
skepticism. True, the media, advertising, and the “experts” have cornered the
market on “objective truth.” Even truer, the oppositional culture has in the main
been co-opted almost beyond redemption; impotence is the leftist intellectual’s
common lot today. But the rediscovery of subjectivity as a social value, and of
time and timelessness as embodied in a photograph, are feeble bulwarks against
the encroaching sea of cement. As passionately as Ruskin, Berger seems to
believe that a proper schooling of the visual faculties will make for a more
effective counter-hegemonic cultural practice.

Two questions are left unanswered by Berger’s work. First, can one really
undertake aesthetic/intellectual projects in the private sector, so to speak, and
then launch out from there directly into politics? Unlike Lukacs and Gramsci,
Berger fails to deal with the power of ideology to saturate culture. There can be
no unilateral withdrawal from ideology. Surely it is quixotic to expect
photographic interpretation to serve some such purpose.

The second question is the central one of oppositional politics—what to do?
Photography, Berger says, deals with memory and the past. What of the future?
Even if he wishes to deal only with cultural politics, Another Way of Telling



demands a further step which Berger does not take: connecting his aesthetics
with action. It is a measure of Berger’s achievement as a writer that for him that
step wouldn’t be hard to take.
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Egyptian Rites

Egypt isn’t just another foreign country; it is special. Everyone has some
acquaintance with it, whether through photographs of Abu Simbel, busts of
Nefertiti, school courses in ancient history, or images of Anwar Sadat on
television. Historical characters—Cleopatra, Ramses, Tutankhamen, among
many—have been drafted for service in mass culture, and they continue to exist
and function as symbols of passion, conquest, and wealth complicated by an
exotic remoteness that remains attractive in the late twentieth century. Yet
curiously, because these figures have such a clearly outlined yet eccentric status,
in their isolated distance from anything truly familiar, they also remind us how
small and selective is our knowledge of Egypt, which, after all, is a real place
with real people possessing a real history. Nevertheless, Western representations
of Egypt have a history too, one that doesn’t always coincide with Egyptian
representations of Egypt.

This is to be kept in mind as we try to unravel the dense symbolic web
encircling the Metropolitan Museum’s new Egyptian wing and the film series
that has accompanied its opening, along with some occasionally adroit but often
uninteresting commentary from the Met’s staff of Egyptologists. Much has been
written and said about these pharaonic treasures. Yet what hasn’t been articulated
is just as significant and certainly as telling. Above all we mustn’t accept the
notion that the fascination with what is Egyptian is merely perennial and stable.
In fact, the taste for Egypt and the images that derive from it are part of the
political history of our time, as changeable and shifting in their meaning as any
other of the icons with which our ideological perspectives are propped up.

Egypt’s astonishing historical continuity of thousands of years of recorded
existence has regularly attracted European travelers, visionaries, artists, and
conquerors, from Herodotus, Caesar, and Alexander to Shakespeare, Napoleon,
and Flaubert. Then came the Americans—Cecil B. De Mille, David Rockefeller,
Henry Kissinger. Its strategic closeness to Europe and the East has made Egypt a
highly prized and much sought after imperial possession: the roll call of
civilizations that constructed foreign policies around Egypt is virtually



unparalleled in world history, although the Atlantic West and the Arab world
together have played the dominant part in this continuing drama.

As a result, then, we can speak intelligibly and correctly of a battle not only
for Egypt, but also for the right to depict Egypt. On the one hand, there is the
Egypt whose symbolic, cultural, and political identity, while African, is
nevertheless essentially Western, in which the country’s ancient grandeur and
modern significance come together in ways that are British, French, German,
[talian, or American. On the other, there is the Egypt whose Islamic and Arab
roles are in frequent conflict with its Western representations, which have often
stressed the country’s remote (therefore more attractive) past at the expense of its
actual present. In the contemporary phase of this conflict Egyptians themselves
have been divided in ways that are both surprising and interesting, since in the
age of mass international communications they too have become participants in
the contest over Egypt’s identity.

Yet everyone who has ever been to Egypt or, without actually going there,
has thought about it somewhat is immediately struck by its coherence, its
unmistakable identity, its powerful unified presence. All sorts of reasons have
been put forward for Egypt’s millennial integrity, but they can all be
characterized as aspects of the battle to represent Egypt, which somehow
remains itself, aloof and yet inviting, distant and still accessible. To
contemporary Arabs, for example, Egypt is quite simply the only real Arab
country, society, people; in comparison, all the others are an odd assortment of
badly put together postcolonial countries sorely lacking in the kind of genuine
nationality that Egypt has. For in Egypt, it is argued, there are real institutions,
real traditions, real civil dynamics; the crude posturings of puerile colonels and
mafialike political parties are not long tolerated there, as much because Egyptian
history instantly makes them look silly as because the celebrated Egyptian ironic
wit—flowing confidently from the country’s assumed historical continuity—
wears them down. To Egypt has therefore gone the role of leader, naturally and
irresistibly. It is one index of Gamal Abdal Nasser’s Arab success and Anwar
Sadat’s failure that the former understood and exploited Egypt’s Arab role,
whereas the latter rejected it totally. And so in the Arab world the efforts made to
regain (or shun) Egypt since Nasser’s death in 1970 are implicit in daily political
life.

But these matters are tangential where Egyptology and Egyptological
interests are concerned. These are usually portrayed as European, Western
activities. This is of course true up to a point, but it is also true that the nature of



Egyptology is to some degree less about Egypt than it is about Europe. Consider
that for almost two-millennia European scientists, philosophers, painters,
musicians, and poets created a fantastic myth about Egypt—its hieratic
mysteries, its fabulous gods, its age-old wisdom—without even being able to
decipher hieroglyphics, the language in which ancient Egypt recorded its own
history. Mozart’s masonic fantasies about Egyptian rites in The Magic Flute, for
example, were no more inaccurate than the disquisitions of all the philologists
and scholars who pronounced on the secrets of Egypt’s past. Then in 1822, using
the Rosetta Stone as text and guide, Champollion decoded hieroglyphics in one
of the most brilliant cryptographic discoveries of all time. From then on
Egyptology was put on a more scientific basis, which, it must immediately be
added, corresponded exactly with the era of high European imperialism. Thus it
is perfectly fitting that the most readable and interesting of recent books on the
history of Egyptology should be entitled The Rape of the Nile (by Brian Fagan).

As it emerges from the pages of Fagan’s book, Egyptology’s past is not an
attractive one, and gives new meaning to Walter Benjamin’s aphorism that “there
is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document of
barbarism, [barbarism that] also taints the manner in which it was transmitted
from one owner to another.” For whereas Egypt joined the Arab and Muslim
world with its conquest by Amr ibn-As in 639 A.D,, none of the great nineteenth-
century European archaeological pioneers had anything but contempt or
ignorance to show for that aspect of Egypt. During this period, however, some
European scholars and travelers also developed an interest in modern Egypt, the
greatest cultural result of which was Edward Lane’s classic The Manners and
Customs of the Modern Egyptians (1836). Nevertheless, the country was mainly
available as a place to be ransacked for treasures and imposing ruins, a great
many of which found their way into the major European museums. Although it
was part of the Ottoman Empire, for most of the nineteenth century Egypt was in
everything but name a European annex, traveled and raided—scientifically and
enterprisingly—at will. Men like Belzoni and Mariette (Verdi’s librettist for
Aida) were heroic workers who endured unimaginable hardships in Upper Egypt
as they unearthed, traded in, and transported a vast number of important finds;
and Mariette in addition was a genuine scholar who, in the words of the
catalogue for the huge Egyptian exhibit at the 1867 Paris Exposition, rescued
ancient Egypt for Europe.

Nonetheless, their methods were those of marauding pirates encouraged both
by a string of feeble and corrupt Macedonian Circassian-Albanian viceroys



(whose last fruit was King Farouk) and by a profitable network of European
museums, speculators, traders, and scholarly societies. Thus Egypt was bankrupt
and lost title to the Suez Canal, as well as to an enormous bulk of its
archaeological treasure by the time it was occupied by England in 1882. In stark
contrast, the major European cities were decorated with imposing ancient
Egyptian monuments showing off a languid imperial splendor, their museums
exhibiting Egyptian materials that ranged from the minuscule to the gigantic.
Yet, at the same time, an air of melancholy seemed to hang over those splendid
Egyptological fragments. Somehow their funerary tone and the fact that their
aesthetic was a neutralizing combination of embalmment and aggrandizement
seemed also to highlight, or at least comment on, nineteenth-century
archaeology’s inability to integrate rapacity with human interest. There is no
more concrete equivalent of that inability than Flaubert’s novel Salammbé.

And still the passion for ancient Egypt continued, given additional impetus
by Howard Carter’s discovery of Tutankhamen’s tomb in 1922. To Europeans
and Arabs, Egypt at mid-century was, however, becoming a more problematic
place. It was a palimpsest of conflicting actualities, overlapping cultural spheres,
tense political rivalries.

I spent a good part of my youth there, and I can recall more vividly than any
of my other early experiences the sense of a dangerously rich environment in
which the whole place was steeped. The British occupation was nearing its end,
Arab nationalism was beginning its big postwar rise, the currents of Islamic
resistance were frequently and violently in evidence, and interfused with them
all was Egypt’s ungraspably long past, pharaonic, Hellenistic, Coptic, Fatimid,
Mameluke, Ottoman, European. Cairo then was a wonder of places to grow up
in, with spacious European boulevards and manicured suburbs—the products of
what seemed to be a harmonious imperial vision drawing out responses from the
city’s innate majesty—adjoining colorful Arab and Islamic vistas populated by a
rich variety of human types that spilled out of Egypt into the neighboring region.
To the south the pyramids hovered, visible in delicate outline on the horizon. I
saw my first Aida in the very same Cairo Opera House for which Verdi wrote it,
an ornate small-scale model of the Garnier Opera in Paris; a traveling Italian
company did an annual winter season in Cairo and Alexandria to a mixed
audience of Europeans, smart Egyptians, and adaptable Levantines. Hardly half
a mile away lay the great treasures of the Cairo Museum, supervised in its
construction by Mariette and Maspero, a hulk so overcrowded and dusty as
inevitably to suggest the irrelevance into which Ramses, Horus, and Isis (who



lived on in modern Egypt only as Coptic first names), Akhnaton and Hatshepsut
had fallen.

America’s Egypt has very little in common with all this. Egypt is of course a
polar opposite, an Old World with which the early American connections were at
bottom romantic, mythological, or, if you prefer, ideological—not colonial,
historical, or political in an ongoing concrete sense. While the British and French
were excavating the Nile Valley, the Americans (among them Emerson, Melville,
and Whitman) appropriated Egypt and its hieroglyphic culture as a mythical
emblem which, the scholar John Irwin has written, was “various enough to
sustain almost any interpretation that man projected on it in the act of knowing.”
The Metropolitan Museum of course acquired (and during the early 1960s
flooded the buyers’ market with) a large collection of miscellaneous objects, the
biggest of which is the Temple of Dendur, entire. Until the postwar period,
American travelers, some archaeologists, scholars, missionaries, and merchants
were in Egypt, but there was never the large-scale investment there that
characterized the centuries-old European presence.

This was to change, as the British and French ceded their Eastern empires to
the United States, which now embarked on an on-again, off-again romance with
Egypt that the Met’s exhibition halls—more neutral, minus the national context
provided by European excavations—and its feature film series curiously but
accurately symbolize. Cecil B. De Mille’s Cleopatra (1934), an odd amalgam of
one Shaw and two Shakespeare plays, was shot in Hollywood; Claudette Colbert
was ill throughout the shooting, but, as if that wasn’t enough of a problem, the
historical models used for the film are unclear, improvised, stylistically
unintegrated. Little attempt seemed to have been made to ground Cleopatra in
anything particularly Egyptian, or for that matter, historical, and the verbal idiom
seems always to be alluding to rather than saying something. As one character
puts it impatiently to Mark Antony, “You and your ‘friends, Romans, and
countrymen’!”

Unbearably heavy, earnest, and long, The Ten Commandments (1956)
emanates from a different world altogether. There is first neither the loose
suggestiveness of Cleopatra, nor the floating but quite effective atmospherics of
another “Egyptian” 1930s film, The Mummy. Every statement in The Ten
Commandments is italicized; its scenes are soggy with significance and
authenticity, so much so that one spill-off from the film was a book, Moses and
Egypt (1956), purporting to show how all the film’s details were “true” and
historical, firmly anchored in the Bible and other unimpeachable sources: “to



accomplish the vast research work for the film, 950 books, 984 periodicals, 1286
clippings and 2964 photographs were studied.” It is difficult to know how much
of this is bad faith, how much naiveté. For, secondly, The Ten Commandments is
saturated with an ideology that no amount of sources and historical accuracy can
dispel. De Mille himself was an ultraconservative literalist whose penchant for
vulgar spectacle and titillating fleshiness served to promote a world view
perfectly in harmony with John Foster Dulles’s. Certainly his biblical films were
an aspect of the American passion for origins, historical myths by which we
explain ourselves with reference to a past that dignifies and makes sense of us.
But the fact that Moses is played by the emphatically American Charlton Heston
herds the Bible into line with an American national ego whose source is no less
than God. It is perhaps worth recalling that whereas European countries sought
their national myths of origin in Greco-Roman or Norse mythology, we have
sought ours, like the Founding Fathers, in selected portions of the Old
Testament, whose bloodthirsty righteousness and un-self-conscious
authoritarianism are both powerful and (to me at least) deeply unattractive.
Charlton Moses is also the American abroad, telling the devious wogs of the
third world that “our” way is the right way, or there’ll be hell to pay. Two years
before The Ten Commandments was released, the Egyptian revolution had
occurred, and, in its early days, it teetered between the Soviet bloc and the
United States as arms suppliers; this was also the period when Egypt’s new
rulers (headed by General Naguib, who figureheaded the government whereas
Gamal Abdal Nasser was really in control) were seeking some sort of working
relationship with the United States. Perhaps inadvertently, De Mille’s vision
posed the issues with a realism that so angered the Egyptian government that it
banned the film, which had been shot on location. On the one hand, there was a
WASP Old Testament prophet who led his people following God and Conscience
into a Promised Land conveniently empty of any inhabitants; on the other stood
his scheming, vaguely Oriental foster brother (Yul Brynner) who had it in for
Hebrews (and by extension Americans). Egypt was an oppressor, Hebrews were
heroes. In the context of the time, with the creation of Israel barely six years old
and the Suez invasion a few months in the future, De Mille, like Dulles, seemed
to be warning Egypt that nationalism not vindicated by God and America was
evil and would therefore be punished. Moreover, by some quick telescoping of
history, America included Israel, and if that meant that Egypt was therefore
excluded, then so much the worse for Egypt. The fact that Charlton Moses
returns from his sojourn in the desert equipped with all sorts of technological



tricks (a magic staff, the ability to work miracles, parting the Red Sea) simply
underlined the point to contemporary Egyptians that Israel and America
possessed modern techniques for dominating nature and other societies.

Like The Egyptian, another film of the same period shown in the Met’s
current series, The Ten Commandments is a historico-biblical epic at serious
cross-purposes with itself, designed to render history beyond politics. The
blaring trumpets, the vast scale, the cast of thousands, the insufferably posturing
characters are made to coexist both with a dialogue that is hopelessly flat, dull,
and spoken with a variety of different accents, as well as with a series of scenes
designed to show audiences that people back then were human, small scale, “like
us.” Clearly these attempts at familiarity and hominess carry over into one of the
Met’s catalogues for the Egyptian exhibits, organized around the notion that
everyday life in the ancient world actually did occur, and we can identify with it.
Yet the overall effect is that of history rendered by displacement, not by
accuracy, memory produced as a branch of forgetting and not as genuine
recollection. This is an attitude to the past that makes sense only as an attitude of
the present, an imperial view of reality that is unlike classical European
colonialism, based instead on an imagined view of how the Other can be
interpreted, understood, manipulated. It derives from an imperial power that is
still at a very great distance from the realities it seeks to control, and while in a
sense it removes from the past much of its inaccessibility and strangeness, it also
imparts to the world out there a peculiar, if hypnotic, unreality.

Underlying the contemporary American interest in ancient Egypt is therefore,
I think, a persistent desire to bypass Egypt’s Arab identity, to reach back to a
period when things were assumed to be both simple and amenable to the always
well-intentioned American will. It is not an exaggeration to view the media,
government, and public love affair with Sadat as part of the same desire; for as
Mohamed Heikal says in his brilliant new book about Sadat, Autumn of Fury
(Random House), the assassinated president-for-life of Egypt aspired to the role
of contrite and reformed pharaoh which America was all too prepared for him to
play. His policies, after all, were a vindication of The Ten Commandments’
ideology: make peace with Israel, acknowledge its existence, and all will be
well. If, in the process, Sadat lifted Egypt out of the present into an imagined
timelessness, like an inspired moviemaker (or a dutiful provincial who believed
in history as De Mille wished it), it would be “the Arabs” (as in fact Sadat used
to say) who would be the losers. Never was such an attitude more dearly bought.
He was assassinated by men who thought they represented the true, i.e., Islamic



and Arab, Egypt, and he was unmourned by the vast majority of his compatriots,
who, Heikal says, were part of his lost constituency, “the constituency which was
naturally his as President of Egypt—the Arab world.” Heikal continues:

Sadat was the first Egyptian Pharaoh to come before his people armed with a camera; he was also
the first Egyptian Pharaoh to be killed by his own people. He was a hero of the electronic
revolution, but also its victim. When his face was no longer to be seen on the television screen it

was as if the eleven years of his rule had vanished with a switch of the control knob.

Not surprisingly, then, the Met’s Egyptian wing and its film series silently
illustrate a larger phenomenon—the difficulty of dealing with Arab and Islamic
Egypt. This is an Egypt represented by Abdal Nasser, a third world leader and
popular nationalist who, unlike Gandhi, has not yet found a place in the canon of
acceptable nonwhite heroes. He governed Egypt and, in a sense, the Arab world
from 1952 till his death in 1970, and although he had many opponents in the
region (not least the Saudi Arabians), it is ruefully and quite uselessly
acknowledged that much of the mediocrity, corruption, and degeneration of the
Arabs today exists because he hasn’t been around to prevent it.

Nasser was never popular in the West and indeed could be considered its
archetypal foreign devil. To some this is a true index of how successfully he
stood up to imperialism, despite his disastrous military campaigns, his
suppression of democracy at home, his overrhetorical performances as maximum
leader. Nasser was the first modern Egyptian leader to make no claims for
himself on the basis of caste or blood, and the first to transform Egypt into the
major Arab and third world country. He sheltered the Algerian FLN, he was a
leader at the Bandung Conference, and along with Nehru, Tito, and Sukarno, a
pioneer of the Non-Aligned Movement. Above all, he changed Egypt
irrevocably, a fact that Sadat seemed incapable of contending with. How much
of this history has never reached the mass Western audience can be gauged by
looking at the films dealing with Egypt that come from the period. Apart from
the pharaonic and biblical epics, Egypt serves as a backdrop for a Western
suspense story (Death on the Nile), or a location for European love stories
(Valley of the Kings), and World War II history (The Desert Fox); I know of only
one film that tried to reconcile itself to modern Egypt, Gregory Ratoff’s
Abdullah’s Harem, an amusing, somewhat coarse caricature of Farouk’s last
days, which it is said was produced with the active encouragement of Egypt’s
new revolutionary government.

Excluded from mass culture except as political events dictated its presence,



contemporary Egypt was—Ilike so much of the third world—fixed within an
ideological consensus. Its appearances were regulated accordingly: Egyptians
were war-like, their leaders bloodthirsty, their existence a collective anonymous
mass of ugly, poverty-stricken, and fanatical mobs. Sadat of course changed all
that, to his credit, although it is highly arguable that the present media fix on
Egypt as big and peace-loving (otherwise a cipher) is much of an improvement.
True, Egyptian political rhetoric and propaganda under Nasser were strident and,
true also, the state dominated life to a very great extent, as it still does. But
things were going on that one should be prepared to admit might be of some
interest to an American audience not completely brainwashed or transistorized.
There is the tiniest suggestion of this other Egypt in the Met’s current series,
Shadi Abdelsalam’s The Night of Counting Years (1969), which is presented
anomalously as a film if not about ancient Egypt, then about Egyptology.

Abdelsalam’s film is deeply political and utterly topical and, I am afraid, will
be dismissed as a rather heavy and brooding film about life among the
monuments of the Upper Nile. The plot is simple: alarmed at the trade in
antiquities, the government’s archaeological commission, under Maspero, a
Frenchman, sends an expeditionary force up the Nile headed by a young native
archaeologist whose job is to investigate and put an end to the thefts. The time is
1881. Meanwhile we are introduced to a tribe of austere Upper Egyptians whose
traditional livelihood depends on their knowledge of secret pharaonic burial
places, from which they extract treasure that is sold to a middleman. When the
film opens, one of the tribe’s elders has just died, and his two sons are initiated
into the secret. Both are repelled by their people’s complicity in this sordid trade.
One of the brothers is assassinated when his protests threaten the tribe; the other,
Salim, finally communicates the secret to the Cairo archaeologist, who
thereupon removes the cache of mummies and treasure for transport to Cairo.
Salim is terrifyingly alone when the film closes.

If they are looking for insights into archaeology, viewers of this film will be
disappointed, just as it is likely that they will miss the connection between the
film’s gloomy atmosphere and the last years of Nasser’s regime, a period of
disenchantment, introverted pessimism, and, in the arts, a good deal of oblique
political criticism. Abdelsalam said in a 1971 interview that when he made the
film he was given much trouble by the Egyptian central state bureaucracy, and
certainly the sense of hostility and alienation felt by the film’s tribespeople
toward the “effendis” from Cairo seems to duplicate the director’s own feelings.
But in addition, there are several forces in conflict throughout the film; all of



them are highlighted by the date of the film’s setting, just one year before the
British occupation, which, transposed to 1969, prefigures the end of Nasser’s
fiery anti-imperialism and the onset of an American domination of Egypt
consummated by Sadat.

First is the presence of foreign experts, like Maspero, whose ideas about
Egyptian priorities (museum artifacts rather than peasant livelihoods) are
dominant. Second, the Cairo class of modernizing elites—archaeologists,
traders, policemen—who live in collaboration with Europe, and against their
own people. Third, the population of piously Islamic peasants; their traditional
occupation is conducted with ritual dignity, but it happens to be nothing less than
grave robbery. Fourth, of course, is the consciousness represented by Salim,
acutely aware of what is wrong and right, but unable to make any decisions that
do not also bring unfortunate consequences: thus for him to live as a dutiful son
is to break the law, but to turn his people in is to collaborate with the hated Cairo
authorities. The fact that everyone speaks a deliberate classical Arabic, rather
than any of the spoken dialects, transforms the dialogue from a language of
communication into a language of impersonal exhibition.

This, Abdelsalam seems to be saying, is the Egypt that goes on under its
official rhetorical blanket of Arabism. His film therefore is like a matrix of the
major problems in which modern Egypt is involved, and out of which many
more questions arise than answers. The country’s European heritage doesn’t jibe
with its Arab actuality, its pharaonic past is too remote from its modern Islamic
culture for it to be any more than an object of trade, the state’s allegedly
principled loyalty to the splendors of ancient Egypt is brutal in its effect upon
daily life, and if, like Salim, one tries sincerely to reconcile the demands of
conscience with the social realities of modern life, the results are going to be
disastrous. Questions: can Egypt’s Arab role—during the 1967 war or the Yemen
campaign—be of much relevance either to the country’s impoverished majority
or to its incredibly old pharaonic past? Which Egypt is, so to speak, the right
one? How can modern Egyptians disentangle themselves enough from the world
system commanded by the West (symbolized by Maspero and his Cairo
associates) to pay attention to their own prerogatives without at the same time
living in a fossilized pattern of arid, unnourishing barter?

These are some of the things suggested by the film, but the point I'd like to
conclude with is that in its New York setting, as one of the items celebrating the
Met’s new Egyptian wing, The Night of Counting Years will probably seem like
an odd and perhaps dismissable bit of local color. During the amiable lecture that



preceded the Met’s screening of The Egyptian, the presiding curator remarked
that the fourteenth-century B.C courtesan Nefer, played in the film by Bella
Darvi, anachronistically addressed her servants in Armenian. This drew a titter
from the audience. But in a sense a solitary Egyptian film about Egypt—
presented at the Met alongside Cecil B. De Mille’s extravaganzas and row after
row of mute archaeological specimens—might in fact be the same kind of
intrusion as Nefer’s inappropriate Armenian jabberings. On the other hand, it
might serve to allude to another reality, only barely evident elsewhere in the
commemorative exercises.
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The Future of Criticism

There is a particularly desolate, perhaps even inappropriate quality to a topic
like “the future of criticism” when proposed for the occasion commemorating
Eugenio Donato’s sad death. Criticism exists only because critics practice it. It is
neither an institution nor, strictly speaking, a discipline. In the case of its
exceptional practitioners like Donato, there is an urgent and irreducible bond
between what critics do and who they are, and this bond cannot otherwise be
reproduced, codified, or transmitted as “criticism” tout court. But because one
acutely feels the loss of a critical style or voice as distinctive as Donato’s—
particularly given that his major theme was the irrecoverability of history and the
melancholy inevitability of representation as memory, literature, and prophecy—
there is justification for representing criticism as having a future, as much
because Donato’s work will have an important place in it, as because, writing
against the grain of what he discovered and the fact of his death, critics need to
affirm the future as something more than the continuity of a profession.

The activity of doing or practicing criticism can be said to have a future in
two senses. First, there is the future of a particular kind of criticism, a future
intrinsic to that kind of work as opposed to all other varieties, in which certain
problems are posited and then tackled by the critic with the aim—in the future—
of arriving at a certain set of goals. To take a pair of classic cases, we can say
that John Livingstone Lowes set out to read Coleridge in such a way as finally to
be able to know everything significant there was to be known about the sources
and the meanings of the poet’s richest verse; similarly, F. R. Leavis read English
fiction in order to be able to discover within it a dominatingly great, as opposed
to a minor or simply noteworthy, tradition. Such critical activities set not only
discrete and finite goals that can be accomplished within one or two works of
criticism, but also larger goals that may include the production of many more
works of that particular type and the transformation of idle readers into active
believers in, practitioners of, a certain kind of criticism.

Now the second sense in which criticism has a future is social and contextual,
that is, a future whose form and setting are extrinsic to the practice of criticism



considered as activity having internal norms. We must assume, first of all, that
critics always exist and function in some place, even when they work in a
fundamentally solitary and intransigent mode. Theodor Adormo and R. P.
Blackmur—to take two of the most individualistic and recalcitrant critics of this
century—can be and indeed have been characterized as doing their work within
various contexts and settings despite their self-consciously stubborn distance
from anything limiting the autonomy of their work. It is worth remembering
Adorno’s rule of thumb that in the contemporary world cultural forms that
appear most distant from society—for example, the lyric, and dodecaphonic
music—are the best places to see the imprint as well as the distortions of society
upon the subject, “convex to concave,” Fredric Jameson has perceptively said.
Thus, both in its extroverted and introverted forms, criticism is a social activity
occurring in several either very well-defined or less defined places. As examples
of the former there are the classroom, the newspaper review, the scholarly and
professional society; as examples of the latter there are such things as the mind
of the age, its taste, political ideologies, national or class structures. Most, but by
no means all, criticism cannot easily be confined to one place, just as it is also
true that some forms of criticism are more prominent than others at the same
time. The worldly aspects of criticism aspire, I think more or less uniformly, to
hegemony in Gramsci’s sense of the word, and if it is also true to say that not
every critic is as ambitious as, say, Matthew Arnold or T. S. Eliot in their openly
proselytizing moments, the very act of doing criticism entails a commitment to
the future, more particularly, a commitment to appearing in, making a
contribution to, or in various other ways forming and affecting the future.
Although I have separated them analytically, these intrinsic and extrinsic
aspects of criticism’s future are dialectically interwoven, and together they
regulate, even if they do not absolutely command, the field of activity to which
critics look forward generally in the course of doing their work. Having said
that, I think it is useful to suggest another pair of characterizations according to
which we can further refine our expectations of the future. (I realize, by the way,
that the history of criticism is dotted with characterizations and typologies of the
sort I am about to offer: the habit of classification itself seems inherent in the
very structure of critical self-consciousness.) My immediate source is a longish
paragraph in Walter Benjamin’s beautiful essay “The Image of Proust”
(Illuminations). In discussing Proust’s radical self-absorption, Benjamin
describes the man’s tremendous loneliness and his consequent dislike of
friendship. Yet the persistence of Proust’s unquenchable desire for conversation



is still to be explained, since this desire in fact co-exists quite noticeably with
Proust’s solitary egoism. Benjamin’s speculation is that Proust wished company,
but no physical contact; he pointed at things, but wanted no touching.

Benjamin’s typology here is attractive. Literature, he says, is of two types—
the directive (die weisende) and the touching (die beriihrende). Proust’s writing
is an instance of the first, Péguy’s of the second; whereas Proust points to,
explains, analyzes things, he does so, according to Ramon Fernandez, with
“depth, or, rather, intensity ... always on his side, never on that of his partner.”
Writers like Péguy on the other hand are interested in moving closer to their
readers, getting together, converting or collaborating with readers.

If these terms are shifted to the domain of criticism, it might be possible to
say that the aim of some forms of criticism is to exemplify, do, embody a certain
kind of activity without in the least attempting to produce effects of disciplehood
or doctrine in the reader. Quite clearly Adorno’s work is the most extreme form
of this combination of distance and performance that we have; like Proust he
points to things, but he does so in the modes afforded him by negative dialectics,
obsessively and, it seems, untiringly. Yet he cannot be paraphrased nor, in a
sense, can he be transmitted: the notion of an Adorno fils is quite laughable. This
then is essayistic and algorithmic criticism, and insofar as its future effects are
concerned, they are what can be called oppositional and secular.

The second type of criticism is the equivalent of Péguy’s touching mode:
criticism that openly seeks the assent and identification with it of its readers.
Most of the great critical systematizers are touchers; they want you to take what
they have to offer and use it elsewhere, over and over again preferably. Their
work is codifiable and detachable; it travels in place and time gaining or losing
in strength and effectiveness according to situation, period, practitioner. This is
systematic criticism. If the form of the first kind is the essay, the form of this is
the doctrine out of which books are made.

The permutations of the four terms I’ve just described—intrinsic and
extrinsic goals, essayistic and systematic modes of critical work—are invitingly
numerous, although there isn’t much point in working out all the combinations.
So let us proceed immediately to concrete circumstances in order to see what the
actual future terrain for criticism is. Perhaps it is worth saying first that the
domain of mass culture is likely to enlarge, almost definitely at the expense of
what criticism has traditionally been associated with: the domain of elite culture.
A corollary is the dramatic downward shift in literacy or, if you prefer, a
dramatic alteration in the standards defining levels of accepted literacy. The



trend has been in unmistakable evidence since the early years of this century,
with the consequence, I believe, of rendering marginal what most academic
critics do, at least so far as expanding their audience is concerned. On the other
hand, even though a considerable retreat from the theoretical enthusiasm of the
early nineteen-sixties has taken place, it is certainly true that literary criticism
itself is much less insular than it ever has been. Thanks to the efforts of pioneers
like Eugenio Donato, philosophy, linguistics, psychoanalysis, sociology and
anthropology are in fruitful dialogue with the hermeneutic and philological
practice of interpreting literary texts, so much so that most people aspiring to the
condition of critics are directly exposed to the winds of interdisciplinary thought.
Nevertheless—and here the socio-institutional realities assert themselves—new,
and I would argue, extremely assertive divisions of labor have come down
between critics. These, I think, are limiting if one believes, as I do, that critical
energies are optimally realized not in systematic or doctrinal modes which tend
to solidify the status of criticism as a packaged commodity, but in the salutary
intransigence of oppositional criticism whose function is radically secular,
investigative, and relentlessly mobile. Donato’s work, I think, was essentially of
the latter sort. And the force of the kind of criticism he practiced has been
registered elsewhere in powerful ways, nowhere more usefully than in the
continuing pressures exerted against privileges or authority granted to aesthetic
and cultural texts on the basis of class, race, or gender. The Eurocentric vision of
culture has been somewhat eroded; the claims of feminism, of Europe’s Others,
of subaltern cultures, of theoretical currents running counter to the rule of
affirmatively dominant pragmatism and empiricism have been felt and will not
be ignored.

From these circumstances certain conclusions can be drawn. If criticism is
principally an intellectual and rational activity, situated in the world, it must
obviously find its home somewhere. Is that locale the literary department? To
some degree, literary departments play a necessary conservative or curatorial
role since they maintain, elucidate and modify canons, although even this
formerly neutral function is now a highly contested issue. But the liberating
intercourse between fields of which I spoke a moment ago suggests an opening
out from a preservative horizon to an investigative one. If so, then criticismis a
response at least as much to the discrepancies and dissonances of human
experiences, as it is to its routinely compartmentalized stabilities. As inscribed in
various discourses and disciplines, these discrepancies comprise the material
competing with the texts whose cultural authority and interpretive richness have



traditionally constituted the main focus of literary scholarship: the problem for
criticism is what to do about this potentially disorienting confrontation.

Let me describe this problematic in less abstract and even more limited terms.
The intellectual correlative of political upheaval during the late sixties was the
shaking-up of traditional humanism that was given by what were considered
outré theoretical approaches making their claims felt; thus what semiotics and
structuralism achieved was radical revision in, for example, the notion of how a
text works, how its author’s function was conceived, how it could—or could not
—be read. Such changes, no one needs to be told, occurred right across the
board but, I should like to add, they were assimilated too readily on the one
hand, and spurned too categorically by defenders of traditional humanism on the
other. I don’t think it is too much to say that the domestication of critical theory,
as much as resistance to it, was undertaken in modes stunningly compliant with
the commodity fetishism and market consumerism everyone was at pains to
disown. The result has been curious.

If we leave aside those who feel simply that all change is bad, we see the
field of criticism divided into many camps—Ilabelled with the names of various
critical schools—whose roots are struck in relatively superficial and restricted
academic soil, and not in the deeper social and ideological matter that may
originally have nurtured them. Now I would certainly not want to say that the
academy ought to become a sort of brief abstract or immediate microcosm of
society. But there is a difference, I believe, between an academic attention that
flattens, cosmetizes, and blandly assimilates social experience, and an attention
no less academic that preserves, heightens, and interprets the great dissonances
and discrepancies informing social, historical, and aesthetic forms. In America,
the relative absence of either an indigenous socialist or a traditional philological
culture has minimized interest in social discrepancy, while promoting models of
effective power taken from managerial experience.

And so the gates are now open, and the barriers between disciplines,
rhetorically and actually, are down. The future of criticism or the critical
function is, I believe, to be exercised in the traffic between cultures, discourses
and disciplines, rather than in the appropriation, systematization, management,
and professionalization of any one domain. This statement of what the future is
of course indicates a preference for the essayistic over the systematic and
doctrinal, but more important is the certainty that criticism based on the impulse
to dominate and hold previously gained positions is, no matter the ingenuity and
energy of elaboration, much less likely to be responsive to the future than to



variously ornamented extensions of the past and present.

This brings me to my other main idea about the future of criticism, this one
emanating from the intrinsic pressures I mentioned at the outset. Every act of
criticism is always literally tied to a set of social and historical circumstances;
the problem is in specifying or characterizing the relationship, not merely in
asserting that it exists; then the critic goes on actively to choose between
competing social tendencies. All criticism is postulated and performed on the
assumption that it is to have a future; ideally then, intrinsic goals, such as more
complete interpretations of X or Y genre or author, might be connected to such
extrinsic aims as a change in or enhancement of society. Rarely, however, are
connections of such scope and range made.

Very well then—who is to do the specifying, characterizing and choosing if
not the critic? No matter how rarified the type of criticism, it seems to me
incumbent on critics not to lose or efface but to clarify and reflect upon the
social traces of their work. This is so in the end because as a social and rational
intellectual activity criticism is, properly speaking, an interventionary and, in
Gramsci’s phrase, a potentially directive phenomenon. This is today more rather
than less true, for reasons that have become explicitly self-evident whether one
inhabits metropolitan (post-industrial, late-capitalist) regions, states of the
socialist bloc, or peripheral (third-world, post-colonial) territories. In all these
polities, it is the critical consciousness that is threatened by the institutions of a
mass society whose aim is nothing less than a political quiescence assuring the
citizenry’s “governability” (to use the current word). Yet, as I said, there is a
marked reticence about extending intrinsic critical goals out toward the social
polity enfolding and to some degree enabling critical practice as a form of
resistance. To conceive of criticism as first and last playing a service or
management role in the culture industry is therefore to diminish its potential as
well as actual importance too drastically. Yet to think of criticism principally as a
competitor within that industry of the so-called creative arts, is both to reify and
mystify precisely those distinctions between art and criticism being called into
question by the elevation of criticism to priority. In any event, controversy over
the status of criticism tends in a backward-looking way to occlude and postpone
the equally relevant question of its destiny or future.

There are few exceptions to this habit of not thinking about the future in
recent theoretical writing about the function of criticism. One noteworthy
exception is Adorno writing in his last publication that “the relationship of
subject and object would lie in the realization of peace among men as well as



between men and their Other. Peace is the state of distinctness without
domination, with the distinct participating in each other.” Another instance is
Raymond Williams writing in “The Tenses of the Imagination,” that “we usually
still hesitate between tenses: between knowing in new ways the structures of
feeling that have directed and now hold us, and finding in new ways the shape of
an alternative, a future, that can be genuinely imagined and hopefully lived.”

What connects these two passages about the future to each other is not simply
the common accent on hopeful alternatives and the human distinction and
concreteness dialectically preserved, rather than blotted out, in the future. It is
the emphasis on non-dominative and non-coercive modes of life and knowledge
as essential components of the desired future. Note that Adorno and Williams
signal no nostalgic return to some original and unmediated state of plenitude.
That both men as critics tie this particular image of the future to critical praxis
suggests a choice that many may find uncongenial, as well as too utopian, or too
presumptuous, although any reader of Donato’s astringent critiques of romantic
disillusionment may see the choice offered as logically entailed by those very
same critiques. My own notion is that both the image and its direct relationship
to criticism are fundamentally implicit in all but the most cynical readings of
recent critical and intellectual history. And, I would add, as much as our images
of our discipline’s past, images of the future, abductible (in Peirce’s sense of the
word) or inferrable from the present—however much these images are left
unarticulated or implicit—shape what we do in the present.
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Reflections on Exile

Exile is strangely compelling to think about but terrible to experience. It is
the unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place, between
the self and its true home: its essential sadness can never be surmounted. And
while it is true that literature and history contain heroic, romantic, glorious, even
triumphant episodes in an exile’s life, these are no more than efforts meant to
overcome the crippling sorrow of estrangement. The achievements of exile are
permanently undermined by the loss of something left behind forever.

But if true exile is a condition of terminal loss, why has it been transformed
so easily into a potent, even enriching, motif of modern culture? We have
become accustomed to thinking of the modern period itself as spiritually
orphaned and alienated, the age of anxiety and estrangement. Nietzsche taught
us to feel uncomfortable with tradition, and Freud to regard domestic intimacy as
the polite face painted on patricidal and incestuous rage. Modern Western culture
is in large part the work of exiles, émigrés, refugees. In the United States,
academic, intellectual and aesthetic thought is what it is today because of
refugees from fascism, communism, and other regimes given to the oppression
and expulsion of dissidents. The critic George Steiner has even proposed the
perceptive thesis that a whole genre of twentieth-century Western literature is
“extraterritorial,” a literature by and about exiles, symbolizing the age of the
refugee. Thus Steiner suggests:

It seems proper that those who create art in a civilization of quasi-barbarism, which has made so
many homeless, should themselves be poets unhoused and wanderers across language. Eccentric,

aloof, nostalgic, deliberately untimely ...

In other ages, exiles had similar cross-cultural and transnational visions,
suffered the same frustrations and miseries, performed the same elucidating and
critical tasks—brilliantly affirmed, for instance, in E. H. Carr’s classic study of
the nineteenth-century Russian intellectuals clustered around Herzen, The
Romantic Exiles. But the difference between earlier exiles and those of our own
time is, it bears stressing, scale: our age—with its modern warfare, imperialism,



and the quasi-theological ambitions of totalitarian rulers—is indeed the age of
the refugee, the displaced person, mass immigration.

Against this large, impersonal setting, exile cannot be made to serve notions
of humanism. On the twentieth-century scale, exile is neither aesthetically nor
humanistically comprehensible: at most the literature about exile objectifies an
anguish and a predicament most people rarely experience first hand; but to think
of the exile informing this literature as beneficially humanistic is to banalize its
mutilations, the losses it inflicts on those who suffer them, the muteness with
which it responds to any attempt to understand it as “good for us.” Is it not true
that the views of exile in literature and, moreover, in religion obscure what is
truly horrendous: that exile is irremediably secular and unbearably historical;
that it is produced by human beings for other human beings; and that, like death
but without death’s ultimate mercy, it has torn millions of people from the
nourishment of tradition, family, and geography?

To see a poet in exile—as opposed to reading the poetry of exile—is to see
exile’s antinomies embodied and endured with a unique intensity. Several years
ago I spent some time with Faiz Ahmad Faiz, the greatest of contemporary Urdu
poets. He was exiled from his native Pakistan by Zia’s military regime, and
found a welcome of sorts in strife-torn Beirut. Naturally his closest friends were
Palestinian, but I sensed that, although there was an affinity of spirit between
them, nothing quite matched—Ilanguage, poetic convention, or life-history. Only
once, when Egbal Ahmad, a Pakistani friend and a fellow-exile, came to Beirut,
did Faiz seem to overcome his sense of constant estrangement. The three of us
sat in a dingy Beirut restaurant late one night, while Faiz recited poems. After a
time, he and Eqgbal stopped translating his verses for my benefit, but as the night
wore on it did not matter. What I watched required no translation: it was an
enactment of a homecoming expressed through defiance and loss, as if to say,
“Zia, we are here.” Of course Zia was the one who was really at home and who
would not hear their exultant voices.

Rashid Hussein was a Palestinian. He translated Bialik, one of the great
modern Hebrew poets, into Arabic, and Hussein’s eloquence established him in
the post-1948 period as an orator and nationalist without peer. He first worked as
a Hebrew language journalist in Tel Aviv, and succeeded in establishing a
dialogue between Jewish and Arab writers, even as he espoused the cause of
Nasserism and Arab nationalism. In time, he could no longer endure the
pressure, and he left for New York. He married a Jewish woman and began
working in the PLO office at the United Nations, but regularly outraged his



superiors with unconventional ideas and utopian rhetoric. In 1972 he left for the
Arab world, but a few months later he was back in the United States: he had felt
out of place in Syria and Lebanon, unhappy in Cairo. New York sheltered him
anew, but so did endless bouts of drinking and idleness. His life was in ruins, but
he remained the most hospitable of men. He died after a night of heavy drinking
when, smoking in bed, his cigarette started a fire that spread to a small library of
audio cassettes, consisting mostly of poets reading their verse. The fumes from
the tapes asphyxiated him. His body was repatriated for burial in Musmus, the
small village in Israel where his family still resided.

These and so many other exiled poets and writers lend dignity to a condition
legislated to deny dignity—to deny an identity to people. From them, it is
apparent that, to concentrate on exile as a contemporary political punishment,
you must therefore map territories of experience beyond those mapped by the
literature of exile itself. You must first set aside Joyce and Nabokov and think
instead of the uncountable masses for whom UN agencies have been created.
You must think of the refugee-peasants with no prospect of ever returning home,
armed only with a ration card and an agency number. Paris may be a capital
famous for cosmopolitan exiles, but it is also a city where unknown men and
women have spent years of miserable loneliness: Vietnamese, Algerians,
Cambodians, Lebanese, Senegalese, Peruvians. You must think also of Cairo,
Beirut, Madagascar, Bangkok, Mexico City. As you move further from the
Atlantic world, the awful forlorn waste increases: the hopelessly large numbers,
the compounded misery of “undocumented” people suddenly lost, without a
tellable history. To reflect on exiled Muslims from India, or Haitians in America,
or Bikinians in Oceania, or Palestinians throughout the Arab world means that
you must leave the modest refuge provided by subjectivity and resort instead to
the abstractions of mass politics. Negotiations, wars of national liberation,
people bundled out of their homes and prodded, bussed or walked to enclaves in
other regions: what do these experiences add up to? Are they not manifestly and
almost by design irrecoverable?

We come to nationalism and its essential association with exile. Nationalism
is an assertion of belonging in and to a place, a people, a heritage. It affirms the
home created by a community of language, culture, and customs; and, by so
doing, it fends off exile, fights to prevent its ravages. Indeed, the interplay
between nationalism and exile is like Hegel’s dialectic of servant and master,
opposites informing and constituting each other. All nationalisms in their early
stages develop from a condition of estrangement. The struggles to win American



independence, to unify Germany or Italy, to liberate Algeria were those of
national groups separated—exiled—from what was construed to be their rightful
way of life. Triumphant, achieved nationalism then justifies, retrospectively as
well as prospectively, a history selectively strung together in a narrative form:
thus all nationalisms have their founding fathers, their basic, quasi-religious
texts, their rhetoric of belonging, their historical and geographical landmarks,
their official enemies and heroes. This collective ethos forms what Pierre
Bourdieu, the French sociologist, calls the habitus, the coherent amalgam of
practices linking habit with inhabitance. In time, successful nationalisms consign
truth exclusively to themselves and relegate falsehood and inferiority to
outsiders (as in the rhetoric of capitalist versus communist, or the European
versus the Asiatic).

And just beyond the frontier between “us” and the “outsiders” is the perilous
territory of not-belonging: this is to where in a primitive time peoples were
banished, and where in the modern era immense aggregates of humanity loiter as
refugees and displaced persons.

Nationalisms are about groups, but in a very acute sense exile is a solitude
experienced outside the group: the deprivations felt at not being with others in
the communal habitation. How, then, does one surmount the loneliness of exile
without falling into the encompassing and thumping language of national pride,
collective sentiments, group passions? What is there worth saving and holding
on to between the extremes of exile on the one hand, and the often bloody-
minded affirmations of nationalism on the other? Do nationalism and exile have
any intrinsic attributes? Are they simply two conflicting varieties of paranoia?

These are questions that cannot ever be fully answered because each assumes
that exile and nationalism can be discussed neutrally, without reference to each
other. They cannot be. Because both terms include everything from the most
collective of collective sentiments to the most private of private emotions, there
is hardly language adequate for both. But there is certainly nothing about
nationalism’s public and all-inclusive ambitions that touches the core of the
exile’s predicament.

Because exile, unlike nationalism, is fundamentally a discontinuous state of
being. Exiles are cut off from their roots, their land, their past. They generally do
not have armies or states, although they are often in search of them. Exiles feel,
therefore, an urgent need to reconstitute their broken lives, usually by choosing
to see themselves as part of a triumphant ideology or a restored people. The
crucial thing is that a state of exile free from this triumphant ideology—designed



to reassemble an exile’s broken history into a new whole—is virtually
unbearable, and virtually impossible in today’s world. Look at the fate of the
Jews, the Palestinians, and the Armenians.

Noubar is a solitary Armenian, and a friend. His parents had to leave Eastern
Turkey in 1915, after their families were massacred: his maternal grandfather
was beheaded. Noubar’s mother and father went to Aleppo, then to Cairo. In the
middle-sixties, life in Egypt became difficult for non-Egyptians, and his parents,
along with four children, were taken to Beirut by an international relief
organization. In Beirut, they lived briefly in a pension and then were bundled
into two rooms of a little house outside the city. In Lebanon, they had no money
and they waited: eight months later, a relief agency got them a flight to Glasgow.
And then to Gander. And then to New York. They rode by Greyhound bus from
New York to Seattle: Seattle was the city designated by the agency for their
American residence. When I asked, “Seattle?,” Noubar smiled resignedly, as if to
say, better Seattle than Armenia—which he never knew, or Turkey, where so
many were slaughtered, or Lebanon, where he and his family would certainly
have risked their lives. Exile is sometimes better than staying behind or not
getting out: but only sometimes.

Because nothing is secure. Exile is a jealous state. What you achieve is
precisely what you have no wish to share, and it is in the drawing of lines around
you and your compatriots that the least attractive aspects of being in exile
emerge: an exaggerated sense of group solidarity, and a passionate hostility to
outsiders, even those who may in fact be in the same predicament as you. What
could be more intransigent than the conflict between Zionist Jews and Arab
Palestinians? Palestinians feel that they have been turned into exiles by the
proverbial people of exile, the Jews. But the Palestinians also know that their
own sense of national identity has been nourished in the exile milieu, where
everyone not a blood-brother or sister is an enemy, where every sympathizer is
an agent of some unfriendly power, and where the slightest deviation from the
accepted group line is an act of the rankest treachery and disloyalty.

Perhaps this is the most extraordinary of exile’s fates: to have been exiled by
exiles—to relive the actual process of uprooting at the hands of exiles. All
Palestinians during the summer of 1982 asked themselves what inarticulate urge
drove Israel, having displaced Palestinians in 1948, to expel them continuously
from their refugee homes and camps in Lebanon. It is as if the reconstructed
Jewish collective experience, as represented by Israel and modern Zionism,
could not tolerate another story of dispossession and loss to exist alongside it—



an intolerance constantly reinforced by the Israeli hostility to the nationalism of
the Palestinians, who for forty-six years have been painfully reassembling a
national identity in exile.

This need to reassemble an identity out of the refractions and discontinuities
of exile is found in the earlier poems of Mahmoud Darwish, whose considerable
work amounts to an epic effort to transform the lyrics of loss into the indefinitely
postponed drama of return. Thus he depicts his sense of homelessness in the
form of a list of unfinished and incomplete things:

But I am the exile.

Seal me with your eyes.

Take me wherever you are—

Take me whatever you are.

Restore to me the colour of face

And the warmth of body

The light of heart and eye,

The salt of bread and rhythm,

The taste of earth ... the Motherland.
Shield me with your eyes.

Take me as a relic from the mansion of sorrow.
Take me as a verse from my tragedy;
Take me as a toy, a brick from the house

So that our children will remember to return.

The pathos of exile is in the loss of contact with the solidity and the
satisfaction of earth: homecoming is out of the question.

Joseph Conrad’s tale “Amy Foster” is perhaps the most uncompromising
representation of exile ever written. Conrad thought of himself as an exile from
Poland, and nearly all his work (as well as his life) carries the unmistakable
mark of the sensitive émigré’s obsession with his own fate and with his hopeless
attempts to make satisfying contact with new surroundings. “Amy Foster” is in a
sense confined to the problems of exile, perhaps so confined that it is not one of
Conrad’s best-known stories. This, for example, is the description of the agony
of its central character, Yanko Goorall, an Eastern European peasant who, en
route to America, is shipwrecked off the British coast:

It is indeed hard upon a man to find himself a lost stranger helpless, incomprehensible, and of a

mysterious origin, in some obscure corner of the earth. Yet amongst all the adventurers



shipwrecked in all the wild parts of the world, there is not one, it seems to me, that ever had to
suffer a fate so simply tragic as the man I am speaking of, the most innocent of adventurers cast out

by the sea.

Yanko has left home because the pressures were too great for him to go on
living there. America lures him with its promise, though England is where he
ends up. He endures in England, where he cannot speak the language and is
feared and misunderstood. Only Amy Foster, a plodding, unattractive peasant
girl, tries to communicate with him. They marry, have a child, but when Yanko
falls ill, Amy, afraid and alienated, refuses to nurse him; snatching their child,
she leaves. The desertion hastens Yanko’s miserable death, which like the deaths
of several Conradian heroes is depicted as the result of a combination of
crushing isolation and the world’s indifference. Yanko’s fate is described as “the
supreme disaster of loneliness and despair.”

Yanko’s predicament is affecting: a foreigner perpetually haunted and alone
in an uncomprehending society. But Conrad’s own exile causes him to
exaggerate the differences between Yanko and Amy. Yanko is dashing, light, and
bright-eyed, whereas Amy is heavy, dull, bovine; when he dies, it is as if her
earlier kindness to him was a snare to lure and then trap him fatally. Yanko’s
death is romantic: the world is coarse, unappreciative; no one understands him,
not even Amy, the one person close to him. Conrad took this neurotic exile’s fear
and created an aesthetic principle out of it. No one can understand or
communicate in Conrad’s world, but paradoxically this radical limitation on the
possibilities of language doesn’t inhibit elaborate efforts to communicate. All of
Conrad’s stories are about lonely people who talk a great deal (for indeed who of
the great modernists was more voluble and “adjectival” than Conrad himself?)
and whose attempts to impress others compound, rather than reduce, the original
sense of isolation. Each Conradian exile fears, and is condemned endlessly to
imagine, the spectacle of a solitary death illuminated, so to speak, by
unresponsive, uncommunicating eyes.

Exiles look at non-exiles with resentment. They belong in their surroundings,
you feel, whereas an exile is always out of place. What is it like to be born in a
place, to stay and live there, to know that you are of it, more or less forever?

Although it is true that anyone prevented from returning home is an exile,
some distinctions can be made among exiles, refugees, expatriates, and émigreés.
Exile originated in the age-old practice of banishment. Once banished, the exile
lives an anomalous and miserable life, with the stigma of being an outsider.



Refugees, on the other hand, are a creation of the twentieth-century state. The
word “refugee” has become a political one, suggesting large herds of innocent
and bewildered people requiring urgent international assistance, whereas “exile”
carries with it, I think, a touch of solitude and spirituality.

Expatriates voluntarily live in an alien country, usually for personal or social
reasons. Hemingway and Fitzgerald were not forced to live in France.
Expatriates may share in the solitude and estrangement of exile, but they do not
suffer under its rigid proscriptions. Emigrés enjoy an ambiguous status.
Technically, an émigré is anyone who emigrates to a new country. Choice in the
matter is certainly a possibility. Colonial officials, missionaries, technical
experts, mercenaries, and military advisers on loan may in a sense live in exile,
but they have not been banished. White settlers in Africa, parts of Asia and
Australia may once have been exiles, but as pioneers and nation-builders, they
lost the label “exile.”

Much of the exile’s life is taken up with compensating for disorienting loss
by creating a new world to rule. It is not surprising that so many exiles seem to
be novelists, chess players, political activists, and intellectuals. Each of these
occupations requires a minimal investment in objects and places a great
premium on mobility and skill. The exile’s new world, logically enough, is
unnatural and its unreality resembles fiction. Georg Lukacs, in Theory of the
Novel, argued with compelling force that the novel, a literary form created out of
the unreality of ambition and fantasy, is the form of “transcendental
homelessness.” Classical epics, Lukacs wrote, emanate from settled cultures in
which values are clear, identities stable, life unchanging. The European novel is
grounded in precisely the opposite experience, that of a changing society in
which an itinerant and disinherited middle-class hero or heroine seeks to
construct a new world that somewhat resembles an old one left behind forever.
In the epic there is no other world, only the finality of this one. Odysseus returns
to Ithaca after years of wandering; Achilles will die because he cannot escape his
fate. The novel, however, exists because other worlds may exist, alternatives for
bourgeois speculators, wanderers, exiles.

No matter how well they may do, exiles are always eccentrics who feel their
difference (even as they frequently exploit it) as a kind of orphanhood. Anyone
who is really homeless regards the habit of seeing estrangement in everything
modern as an affectation, a display of modish attitudes. Clutching difference like
a weapon to be used with stiffened will, the exile jealously insists on his or her
right to refuse to belong.



This usually translates into an intransigence that is not easily ignored.
Willfulness, exaggeration, overstatement: these are characteristic styles of being
an exile, methods for compelling the world to accept your vision—which you
make more unacceptable because you are in fact unwilling to have it accepted. It
is yours, after all. Composure and serenity are t