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FOREWORD



A Book and Its Truth:


Sadik al-Azm’s Self-Criticism after the Defeat



FOUAD AJAMI


At the remove of some four decades, I still recall the startling surprise with which I read Sadik al-Azm’s Self-Criticism after the Defeat. I was in my early twenties, the Six Day War of June 5 1967, was then a year old. My generation had not fully taken in the defeat of the Arab armies in that war. We had come into our own in the aftermath of the Suez War, we had been told that a new Arab world had arisen, and that the Egyptian Gamal Abdel Nasser had conceived a world free of the old doubts and compromises and weaknesses. We had hung on the man’s words: the Beirut of my boyhood – at least the Muslim part of it – was Nasser’s, as were, it is easy to recall, vast swaths of the Arab world. The defeat served a notice on all that: Arab political life would never be the same.


Yet for all the enormity of that defeat – the loss of the Golan Heights, and the West Bank and Gaza, the flight of the Egyptian army, the shame that attended the defeat in a culture of pride – young Arabs didn’t have the language and the intellectual equipment to describe what had befallen their world. We had abandoned God and God abandoned us, said what we would later come to describe as the Islamists. We had assaulted the proper order of things – property and hierarchy and tradition – said the monarchists and the traditionalists: we had filled the earth with sedition, and had reaped the whirlwind. A liberal or two said that the Arabs needed a scientific culture and modern armies – as though those could be bought off the rack, as though their absence said nothing about the contemporary condition of the Arabs.


It was into that great confusion that Sadik al-Azm, an American-educated philosopher of Syrian birth then teaching at the American University of Beirut, published his seminal book. Everything about Self-Criticism after the Defeat announced that a new age of Arabic letters and Arabic writing had begun. The book was brief and unadorned when the Arabic writing had hitherto been ponderous and flowery. There was truth in the book, and candor, a courageous man taking on the pieties and the beliefs of that era. Sadik al-Azm belonged to a bigger world than the Beirut and Damascus of his time. He was highly educated (a Ph.D. in philosophy from Yale), he was widely read, he saw the Arab defeat for what it was: an indictment of Arab culture, a verdict on the sort of world that the military officers and the revolutionaries of the era had built. For the preceding decade, Arabs had fought a sterile ideological battle – the American political scientist Malcolm Kerr had dubbed it the Arab Cold War that pitted the monarchies in Jordan, the Arabian Peninsula, and the Gulf against Gamal Abdel Nasser and his generation.


Al-Azm was a political heretic: he saw no great discontinuity between the Old Order that had lost the battle for Palestine in 1948 and the New Men who lost this new war two decades later. Little had changed in the intervening years, he wrote. The New Men had been a colossal failure, and al-Azm called upon the Arabs, on the seventh day of this Six Day War (to use the language of the Israeli writer Meron Benvenisti) to see their world for what it was. He was a man without illusions: I don’t think he saw the onset of a revolution that would remake Arab culture. True, he began his book with a powerful precedent: the defeat of Tsarist Russia at the hands of Japan in 1904–1905. He saw, and worked with a historical analogy: a big, traditional empire, steeped in superstition and tyranny, defeated by a smaller, more modern power. Like the Russians who thought that they would push those “impudent Asiatics” into the sea, the crowds in the Arab world had been sure of victory. These were “Zionist gangs” on the battlefield, it was said. No one had prepared that “Arab street” for the possibility of defeat: the armies were big, bloated institutions, and the hero-leader, Gamal Abdel Nasser, cast his spell over the crowd. There was no reason, no sober analysis, amid the crowd, only passion and belief. No one had told ordinary Arabs that Israel was there to stay, that she had won the struggle for statehood on her own, that the verdict of the 1948 war could not be reversed. A Moroccan historian, Abdullah Laroui, poignantly depicts the popular Arab attitude on this great question: “on a certain day everything would be obliterated and instantaneously reconstructed and the new inhabitants would leave, as if by magic, the land that they have despoiled; in this way will justice be dispensed to the victims, on that day when the presence of God shall again make itself felt.”


God had failed the Arabs on June 5th, and political magic had failed them as well. This was a captive population for all practical purposes, the world beyond was in on the magnitude of the Arab defeat, but the vast majority of Arabs had turned away from the verdict of the war. On June 9th, Nasser submitted his resignation, but the believers would have none of that. They held onto their wounded hero, and Sadik al-Azm saw nothing here similar to the self-criticism and upheaval that had hit Russia in 1905. Al-Azm was writing in the immediate aftermath of the Arab defeat. By the Russian calendar, it had taken a dozen years before the autocracy had been brought down: the external forms of Russian life were emptied of meaning. Al-Azm couldn’t be sure if the dominant order of Arab power would hold. He and others of his outlook, intellectuals and writers stung by the military defeat, were now given to the belief that the word could perhaps remake the political world. Beirut was the home of this breed of young intellectuals, and al-Azm (of aristocratic Damascene family – the al-Azms were one of the great families of Syria’s land-owning aristocracy) was to emerge as perhaps his generation’s most influential public intellectual. Nothing was beyond the scrutiny of this band of writers. The official world had been exposed, the pamphleteers and the writers were on their own, and the armed men were soon to follow – the Palestinian fighters, the fedayeen, who became the other symbol of this time of tumult in the life of the Arabs.


It was easy at the time to exaggerate the weakness of the dominant order – the monarchs in Jordan and the Arabian Peninsula, the military regimes in Cairo, Damascus, and Baghdad. The order seemed, on the face of it, ripe for the plucking. The men who shaped public discourse could be forgiven the thought that the whole big edifice of the ruling order could be toppled. The men in the saddle were willing to bide their time. This revolutionary moment, the military autocrats and the dynasties reasoned, was destined to pass. Six years after the defeat of 1967, the dominant order would mount its rear-guard action: the October War of 1973. New oil wealth would come to the Arabs, and a legend could be offered ordinary men and women that a new era of Arab power beckoned. But men are never given the gift of prophecy: the intervening years between those two wars spawned expectations of imminent change.


Above all, in Self-Criticism and other equally daring works to come, al-Azm sought to strip Arab thought of its belief in fate and folk tales and superstition. In Cairo, a legend had erupted that the Virgin Mary had made an appearance in one of the city’s neighborhoods, that she had come to console the Egyptians in their hour of adversity: a writer out to assert the primacy of rationalist thinking, cause-and-effect, and the world as it is had his work cut out for him. It was Sadik al-Azm’s gift that he relished the fight. What he most wanted, what gave his book its power, was the theme of responsibility. The regime in Cairo had taken the plunge into a war for which it hadn’t been prepared. Yet, Cairo’s tribunes never accepted the burden of the choices they made. The leading proponent of Nasserism was then the journalist Mohamed Heikal, editor of the powerful daily Al-Ahram. He had shaped the debate of the preceding decade, he had been glib and self-confident, he wrote in a knowing, accessible style, the glibness concealing the liberties Heikal took with evidence, with causation itself, the conspiracy theories he peddled to an audience taken in by his storytelling. (I know from whence I speak, even in my teens I had been a devotee of his columns: I awaited them with eagerness as they appeared every Friday in Al-Ahram.) Heikal had misled two generations of Arabs; with Sadik al-Azm’s critique Heikal was to undergo fierce scrutiny. A new generation of truth-tellers had found its voice. The reader of al-Azm’s book will see the clash of two outlooks, a culture of concealment and double-speak and evasion coming face to face with relentless rationalism.


There was moralism in the way the Arabs had described and spoken of their defeat: Israel had struck first, they sermonized, she had resorted to “deceit and surprise,” and the Arab armies had been victims of a premeditated aggression. Al-Azm would have none of this: the Arabs had themselves to blame, they had insisted that they were at war with Israel and that the battle of liberation was not far. A “traditional people” who spoke of war in obsolete terms of chivalry and the “clinking of swords,” the Arabs were not ready for a modern war, they had thought of the war as a triumphant “excursion.” To this new war, al-Azm writes, the Arabs brought traditional notions of sexual honor. The refugees who fled before Israeli armor said that they emerged with their “honor” intact to protect the women from sexual violation. This was then (and remains) a prudish society, the taboo on a discussion of sexual mores and sisters and wives and mothers strictly observed. I still recall the controversy stirred by that discussion: the men who “fled with their honor” handed their enemy a land “empty of inhabitants,” Al-Azm wrote. The war had exposed a society’s inadequacy in the modern world; the Arabs had not yet entered the age of modern citizenship. They fought, and fled, as tribes; they sheltered their families as best they could, but cared little for the public domain. They lived in the idle hope that someday their numbers, their moral claim, the justness of their cause, would settle this great struggle in their favor. They consoled themselves with the legend that whenever they engaged their enemy “face to face,” they had fought and died bravely. Modern war, of course, paid no heed to such notions of chivalry. A tradition-bound society had gone to war, and the war had simply exposed its inadequacy. The “human element,” as Nasser himself now admitted, had been deficient. There was a lack of fit between the modern weapons and the Arab soldiers who used these weapons. And there were the superstitions of earlier ages which had survived the surface modernization of the 1950s and 1960s – the belief that the angels who had fought on the side of the Prophet Mohammed would descend and take part in this war. Al-Azm had pity for the Arabs of his time, he had for them the gift of his clarity. They were his people, his dissent a true act of fidelity.


Nowadays, we speak, and rightly so, of the cultural isolation of the Arabs – the fact, for example, that a vast Arab world translates into Arabic only a fifth of the number of books that Greece, with its eleven million people, translates into Greek. But we have ethnocentrisms of our own, in this big and open American republic. It is a wonder that this seminal book was never translated into English. The shadow of American power lies across that Greater Middle East, but the people of that region remain mostly strangers to us, and we ought to do better. We owe a debt of gratitude to George Stergios for retrieving this unique document, this singular work in Arabic thought and letters. The translation is fresh and vibrant, and even at the remove of a good deal of time, Sadik al-Azm’s book remains a stirring document. He told his people the sort of truths that outsiders are too embarrassed to tell – even when they were themselves able to see these truths. This Arab culture has not been kind to those from within its ranks who tell it truths it does not wish to hear. In the intervening four decades since this book’s publication, Sadik al-Azm was to know both eminence and persecution: he has been both honored and maligned. He was tried, in liberal Lebanon no less, for his assault on Islamic religious dogma. In those years filled with controversy and expectations of great change in Arab life, the American University of Beirut would dismiss him from its faculty, and self-professed liberals would walk away from him. He was to know the dissenter’s life in a culture that asks for uniformity and obedience.


Sadik al-Azm had not foreseen a big breakthrough for the Arab world, and it was not to come. In a brilliant essay, written for the Boston Review in 2004, he looked in at the Arabs, for yet another autopsy, and little had changed. I could do no better than quote his own haunting words on the stagnation in the world of the Arabs.


A cultural form of schizophrenia is also attendant on the Arab (and Muslim) world’s tortured, protracted, and reluctant adaptation to European modernity. This process has truly made the modern Arabs into the Hamlet of our times, doomed to unrelieved tragedy, forever hesitating, procrastinating, and wavering between the old and the new, between asala and mu’asara (authenticity and contemporaneity), between turath and tajdid (heritage and renewal), between huwiyya and hadatha (identity and modernity), and between religion and secularity, while the conquering Fortinbrases of the world inherit the new century. No wonder, then, to quote Shakespeare’s most famous drama, that “the time is out of joint” for the Arabs and “something is rotten in the state.” No wonder as well if they keep wondering whether they are the authors of their woes or whether “there’s a divinity that shapes [their] ends.”


Spring 2010





PREFACE



An Introduction after a Long Interruption


SADIK AL-AZM


On the many occasions in which conversations took place concerning the defeat of the 5th of June 1967, and concerning its persistent effects and influences in the life of the Arabs, I often heard it said that of the many writings produced in the Arab world after the defeat, under titles dealing with the defeat in almost all of its aspects, only three remain in the collective Arab memory (at least among the educated): Nizar Qabbani’s poem Marginal Notes on the Copybook of the Setback, Saadallah Wannous’ play A Soirée for the 5th of June, and my book Self-Criticism after the Defeat. I want to add here that during some of these conversations, the Syrians present enthusiastically pointed out to everyone else that all of the mentioned works came out of Syria, that is, they were produced by a Syrian poet, a Syrian dramatist, and a Syrian thinker, acknowledging without hesitation the role that Lebanon and, in particular, Beirut, played in their publication.


Qabbani’s poem is widely available to readers in his books of poetry and his poetry collections in constant circulation at bookshops, just as the play of Saadallah is within the reach of all those who want to read it through his works printed and published across the whole Arab world. As for the book Self-Criticism after the Defeat, it has remained out-of-print and absent from bookshops for more than a quarter-century, more concretely, since the last conventional Arab war with Israel, the October War of 1973. After that date, Dar al-Tali’ah [Vanguard Press], the original publisher of the book, let it go out of print, after more than ten consecutive printings between the years of 1968 and 1973 (despite prohibitions and confiscations in many of the Arab states). In addition, there were independent printings that took place in the occupied Palestinian territories.


Thus, I want to offer my sincere thanks and profound gratitude to Dar Mamduh ‘Adwan for republishing it, and especially to its animating spirit and owner Mrs. Ilham ‘Abdulatif ‘Adwan for her plan and initiative in republishing it so that it would take its place beside the other two works with which it appears to be tied together forever in the minds of readers, and so that it is available, like them, in bookshops. Moreover, it is now within reach of the rising generations who know nothing of the great Arab defeat of the twentieth century but the official views produced and distributed by the defeated regimes themselves.


On this occasion, I returned to the book and reread it, and while I found that it had certainly aged, it was not to the extent I had anticipated. As for the final judgment of these matters, it is left to each reader according to his circumstances, convictions, concerns, and education, especially for the generations that are not familiar with the defeat except from what they have heard, read or remember from their childhood. As for my personal evaluation, it can be summarized in my belief that the book can still say some important things to the present generations so that they know, at least, from what battles, events, recent history, and failures derives the present situation in which they live.


Certainly there are some signs of haste and confusion in the text, for I wrote it with great speed and under a frightening collective and personal psychological pressure, not only as a result of the defeat, but also as a result of the almost impossible manner in which it occurred and the awful destructive legacy which this startling abrupt collapse left to our entire generation, the generation of the sixties. What made the situation in which I undertook to compose the book more distressing was my personal realization at the time that the state of miserable denial and irresponsible and irrational flight that had prevailed instantly over the defeated was similar to the conditions that sometimes afflict the sick, who are then unable to acknowledge their sickness but instead deny the fact of the illness in their behavior, expressions, delusions, and hallucinations because they are unable to bear the reality of the situation.


This condition of denial and flight prompted me to work with an excess of speed (and even haste) to publish my book, with a dogged insistence on using the expression “the defeat” in order to describe what happened instead of the expression “the setback,” which had entered popular, intellectual, and official circulation in order to camouflage what occurred. In fact, the book Self-Criticism after the Defeat was the first widely-circulated work that called the defeat by its name publicly and clearly, without any attempt to hide or dilute the effect of the fire and napalm on its victims.


One of the shocking signs of this state of denial was that one of the most prominent leaders of the Arab Nationalist Movement in Lebanon, Muhsin Ibrahim, who was also one of the most important theoreticians of Nasserism and defenders of the Nasserite course in the Arab world, published an article in the Beirut magazine Al-Hurriya right after the defeat carrying the self-explanatory title “No, Abdul Nasser Did Not Err and the Arabs Were Not Defeated” (June 14, 1967).


As for Damascus, the slogan circulating with alarming frequency officially and popularly days before the defeat read: “They Will Not Cross.” The same slogan continued to circulate for an extended period after they crossed, the matter ended, and the party was over. In Cairo, the Virgin Mary appeared suddenly in a church bearing her name in the suburb of Zeitoun, and the Egyptian mass media (at their head, the dignified newspaper Al-Ahram) whipped this appearance almost into a hysteria, eagerly spreading its miraculous, defeat-denying meaning. (I handled the issue of the appearance of the Virgin in fullness in my book Critique of Religious Thought.) Everyone who lived through this dark and wretched period certainly remembers how we heard repeated day and night that the “setback” failed to achieve its goals because the progressive Arab regimes did not fall and because the Arab fighter pilots, especially in Egypt, were not harmed in the war and thus were ready to pay back the Israeli enemy twofold as soon as the Soviet Union provided us with new planes to take the place of those we lost in the first moments of the defeat.


In May 1967, President Gamal Abdel Nasser ordered the Egyptian Army to concentrate all its forces and arms in the Sinai and along the border with Israel, despite the fact that much of his army was in Yemen helping the young republic carry on and endure. This move set off an ascending Arab-Israeli military-political dynamic that reached its decisive climax in the morning of Monday the 5th of June. However, before this day it had appeared to everyone on the Arab side as if the awaited moment of the liberation of Palestine had arrived (in the way the Mahdi is awaited). Consequently, a vast wave of psychological mobilization and frighteningly optimistic emotion flooded the Arab world, with every high hope and triumphalist expectation escaping from every leash and at every level: popular, official, military, administrative, academic, intellectual, student, etc.


I remember that on the morning the war broke out I was awoken early by a telephone call in my home in Beirut. I found Adonis on the other end of the line contacting me in order to let me know that the war had begun, Israeli planes were falling one after the other, and the Arab armies were advancing according to the Arab media (via radio broadcasts and transistor radios in those days) and the official military communiqués. We spoke about the war with confidence and without great anxiety since the thought of defeat did not cross the mind of anyone, as if the possibility of Arab defeat was inconceivable. The worst that could happen did not surpass, in our defective and deceived imaginations, a kind of tight draw or new equilibrium between the Israelis and us.


It is impossible to compare the condition of optimistic emotional mobilization, alarming enthusiasm, and wild triumphalist intoxication that prevailed in the Arab world (it touched all of us with its deceptive magic) in the period between the deploying of the Egyptian forces in the Sinai and the moment the war broke out to anything except the similar condition that prevailed in our Arab world the day President Gamal Abdel Nasser announced the nationalization of the Suez Canal in the summer of 1956 and during the momentous events that followed. I do not believe that anyone from this generation truly recovered from this sudden fall from the dizzying heights to the bottom of the abyss of the crushing defeat, which took no more than a few moments.


During this period of mobilization and waiting for war I was discussing the current events with friends, colleagues, acquaintances, activists, and thinkers in Beirut and Damascus in order to try to come to a balanced and rational assessment of what was taking place in the military, political, and international arenas, all of which were replete with apparent maneuvers, distortions, and deceptions. We were following the number of tanks that we possessed and the enemy possessed. We were comparing the respective number of fighter and non-fighter planes. We were tracking the number of troops mobilized on each side of the border, finding out in the final days before the outbreak of the war that Israel had mobilized an army on its border that surpassed in number the sum of Egyptian, Syrian, and Jordanian troops mobilized to enter the battle for the liberation of Palestine. All of our information sources were Western despite their prohibition in every Arab country but Lebanon. Although we did not fully trust them back then, they were the sole available sources except for trickles of information coming from the Soviet Union and some European socialist countries transmitted to us through those same Western media.


I remember that I arrived with some friends in Beirut and Damascus at a scenario concerning the war and its likely course and consequences, relying on a recent precedent that we had witnessed and followed, the grinding war that broke out between Pakistan and India in 1965, at a time in which Pakistan was still united as one country with East Bengal. The scenario that we thought likely to be realized was very conservative in comparison with the surrounding scenarios of immediate triumph proposed with an enthusiasm that swept away everything in its way with an incomparable, explosive emotion.


In accordance with the precedent of the India-Pakistan war, our scenario proposed that the Arab-Israeli war would break out soon, and that after the conflicting armies undertook the destruction of each other’s tanks, planes, and weapons, leveled some of each other’s vital installations, and killed, ejected, and imprisoned the greatest number possible of each other’s armies, the great powers would intervene forcefully, especially the United States and the Soviet Union, by means of the United Nations and the Security Council. They would arrange the announcement of a ceasefire followed by military withdrawals to the previous borders and then proceed to final arrangements of a kind that we had witnessed in the India-Pakistan war, where the traditional balance between the two countries was restored, with Pakistan bearing a relatively greater loss as a result of the war.


Although this scenario appeared to me very realistic, reasonable, and likely, any expression of it or of expectations that included it in the feverishly optimistic atmosphere prevailing among the Arabs just before the 5th of June would be immediately suspected of defeatism, negativism, and pessimism, even within private gatherings and closed circles of discussion. No one would dare to express it or something similar publicly since that would discount the possibility of Israel’s ignominious defeat and the inevitability of the liberation of Palestine, at least for the present time.


After the 5th of June, the same scenario appears like a summer night’s dream in its rosiness, optimism, unreality, and irrationality compared to what really happened. I leave to the reader the task of reaching the conclusions he finds appropriate and deriving the lesson that he finds valuable after reading the book.


Beirut, March 2007





INTRODUCTION



The Persistence of the Defeat /


The Persistence of the Critical Book


FAISAL DARRAJ


Forty years ago, the Arab world lived through its great defeat of the twentieth century, a defeat that resumed, in different circumstances, the defeat of Muhammad Ali Pasha in the nineteenth century. Sadik al-Azm, in his book Self-Criticism after the Defeat, wanted to analyze the causes of the defeat and suggest, theoretically, how to undo it, before he recognized that it, like many others, was a homegrown defeat, that it did not have its source in “external conspiracies” but in persistent Arab impotence, distributed equally among the people and the authorities. This homegrown defeat, which adds to the rest of the defeats a new defeat, is what maintains the currency of Dr. al-Azm’s book, even if the transformations of the defeat into a “natural phenomenon” raise other issues.


This book, which pondered the defeat of the 5th of June in 1967, encompasses three testimonies. The first is that of the nobility of critical thought and its estrangement. The second is that of the Arab social structure dominated by a swamp-like stagnation. The third is that of the outcome of the question of Palestine, once known as “the greatest Arab cause.” Whether these three testimonies are complete or incomplete, they indicate a lamentable Arab situation that the Egyptian economist Dr. Fawzy Mansour years ago gave the sharply defined epithet: “the exit of the Arabs from history.”


Sadik al-Azm belongs to the few Arab intellects who transform culture into a critical intervention, treating living national and social issues, far from the scholastic abstractions and even further from the “delusions of authenticity” and “virtues of particularism.” For he realizes that the Arab world, like it or not, lives in a universal time, and that this universal time compares the achievements of one people and another, without regard to “ancient glories,” real or imagined. The critical comparison that the “Bildungs-philosopher” practices depends on a demonstrative reason relying on a comparative approach, an approach that affirms that the value of a given society is measured against the value of another, because human societies are not found in isolation. This conception, which does not halt much before Zionist racism and the deadly Israeli war machine, because it takes these for granted, is what prods the critical mind to compare a modern colonialist society and an Arab society “intending liberation,” content in imitation and the reproduction of traditions. Relying on the principles of critical reason, Sadik al-Azm pondered the causes of the June defeat and criticized, subsequently, the “theory and practice” of the Palestinian resistance, dealt with “the Sadat period,” gave his view on the relation of religious belief to narrative fiction, and undertook as many polemics and dialogues as possible. He was in what he did, right or wrong, clear, consistent, incapable of stammering or “theoretical courtesies,” never changing his positions with the seasons. He wanted to be a modern intellectual in his political-theoretical contributions, connecting academic knowledge and the questions of life, and to look at different societal horizons, replacing the old with the new, and confronting the tyranny of inherited habits with the awakening of the rejuvenated mind. He practiced his criticism as a free agent, rejecting the rationalization of the deadly defeats in the name of futuristic slogans, and rejecting even more the placing of human responsibility beyond man, for the future is a product of human behavior in the present. Indeed, the lived present is the sole “essential” time, for it is what the past arrives at and it is what the future is formed in. He revealed in his free critical practice the intimate relationship between reason and freedom, because reason is formed in the freedom to accept, reject, and test, thus moving from what it knows to what it does not know. This kind of reason stands at a wide distance from an inert static reason that Sadik al-Azm broke with completely. Although this calcified, absolutist reason, which is content with custom and sanctifies it, is able to shower al-Azm with charges of insolence, heresy, and trifling with what should not be the subject of trifling, still the apparent proof for what he said exists to a scandalous degree in a debilitated Arab reality, reproducing its misery and achieving what is called today “the Arab exception,” that is, the singularity of Arab society in rejecting the bases of democratic life. The fact of the matter is that this singularity which should be rejected by sound human sense is what makes of every Arab battle a defeat, and guarantees the next defeat.


In the beginning of the twentieth century, in 1906, to be precise, Najib Azuri published a book (in French) that enjoyed some measure of fame, its title being The Awakening of the Arab Nation. The author, who was an active journalist, attributed the shabbiness of the Arab situation to Ottoman rule, believing that the liberation from this rule would be the entry into a new golden age, restoring the nation to its past glory, and permitting it to deliver a firm sweeping defeat to the coming infernal project: the Zionist project. The Ottomans departed and the Arab situation deteriorated further, until Constantin Zureiq arrived in the fifth decade of the last century and composed his book Of Nationalist Thought, considering the proper horizon for the Arab world to be in a crystallized Arab national project. When Palestine fell in 1948, Arab fragmentation and the “colluding regimes” took the blame, and were quickly overthrown by a popular movement, which brought regimes that promised the elimination of backwardness and fragmentation, and made the reclaiming of Palestine “the great Arab cause everywhere.” As for the great test of “the essence of Arabism,” it came with the June defeat, which gave to “the great cause” in its subsequent declining states the following succession of names: “the Imperialist-Arab struggle,” “the Arab-Zionist struggle,” “the Arab-Israeli struggle,” “the Palestine-Israel struggle,” arriving finally at the Oslo Agreement that reduced “historical Palestine” to a collection of contiguous small prisons. Two things are clear in all of this: the renewal of the defeats under different social-authoritarian conditions, and the reproduction of the relations of backwardness in a renewed form, which allows for serial defeats that “expel the Arabs from history.”


Sadik al-Azm criticized, in his book Self-Criticism after the Defeat, the Arab social structure invariable in its defeats: for it was defeated in the Ottoman period, and it was defeated in the period preceding independence, and it was defeated again in the period of the “independent states.” Obviously, it is the folly of follies for the intellect to derive the defeat from the “Arab essence,” and to derive this essence from an eternally defeated character, for this makes of victory and defeat an impossible question, and it makes criticism something superfluous and unnecessary. Nevertheless, the search for ways to contain the defeat requires its clear acknowledgment, without eloquence or deceit, for whoever wants to know something must know it by its name. Perhaps the confronting of deceit with truth, that is, the clear acknowledgment of the phenomenon, since defeat is defeat and victory is victory, is the primary virtue of Sadik al-Azm’s book, which anchored clear criticism on a conception that does not separate words from their objects.


Al-Azm treated the negative aspects immanent in a backward society using a particular language, i.e., he treated the unity of theoretical and practical ideology, in the societal sense of the term, using a different kind of language. He approached, in a polemical style, five basic aspects: 1) ignorance concerning oneself and others, or ignorance of the facts concerning all the sides that were once involved in the battle between the “reactionary” and the “progressive” forces; 2) rationalization that shifts the facts from their true places to illusory places, which clears “the Arabs” from responsibility and considers the defeat as an “unethical phenomenon” directed by forces far removed from the “Arab virtues”; 3) fabrication that scatters realities and neglects to reconnect them, such as those who separate the causes of the defeat from the practices of the ruling authorities, or say that modern battle can be understood through standards alien to modern times, or look for an impossible equation that derives modern technology from “Arab chivalry”; 4) a revived “fatalism” that dissolves daily facts into the dualities of faith versus apostasy, the right path versus the wrong path, and virtue versus vice, as if the “enemies of Islam” triumph over their enemies by faith alone; and 5) finally arriving at “the non-existent citizen,” who blots out the national interest with familial, tribal, and sectarian interests, transforming the homeland into a neutral place, defined only by opposing interests.


Sadik al-Azm wanted, when he analyzed the negative manifestations after the June defeat, to analyze the social phenomena that led ineluctably to the defeat before June and after it. Al-Azm analyzed, in this sense, backwardness as such, before Mahdi Amil analyzed the authoritarian policies that guarantee the conditions for “the growth of backwardness” and suggest the bases for “the science of the renewal of the defeat.” For it is the reigning political authority in the Arab world that has monopolized since the birth of the “independent states” the “national decision,” thus turning society into an elongated, useless appendix. The proper question is the following: What makes Arab intellectuals, from Najib Azuri to Taha Hussein and from Constantin Zureiq to Yasin al-Hafiz and from Mahdi Amil to Fawzi Mansour and Saadallah Wannous confront a society that firmly combines defeat and backwardness?


In his book, Sadik al-Azm criticized different ideas, distributed among the right and left that indicate, up to a point, an almost homogenous Arab thinking, which allows the abstract to dominate the concrete, and turns the activity of changing reality to an impoverished mental process. Although political authority did not play the role for him that it did, subsequently, with Mahdi Amil, al-Azm broaches it in the discussion of topics such as production, pedagogical policies, and the presumed unity of theory and practice. The fact of the matter is that al-Azm, being a liberal Marxist, did not believe in that formal separation between “the right” and “the left,” or in that floating eloquence about “progress” and “progressives,” because he was, and still is, defending the possibility of a social modernity that extends to human beings a modern view of the world. For independence in a backward country negates the meaning of independence, just as the backward consciousness undermines the meaning of progressive ideas. This modern perspective, one that rejects the reduction of the battle with Israel to an impoverished utilitarian glossary, made him, when he treated the June defeat, discuss 1) the secular conception of the world that liberates “the fighting mind” from myths, fables, and gratuitous transcendental guarantees, 2) science as a productive social force, 3) the initiating mind that chooses answers adequate to reality, 4) the liberation of women that is the condition of the liberation of society, and 5) national production that is not rational unless it adopts rational standards and a call for a modern culture, individuals who belongs to their free mental possibilities, and a homeland that is not obscured by impoverished organic references. Thus this book can be read at two levels. The first assigns to historical reality causes capable of explanation. The second, deeper, refers to the culture of social modernity, which looks at theory for its practice, at discourse for its effects, at science for its applications, at reason for the language it uses, and sees, therefore, the renewed defeat in the fixed reference point that produces it. Sadik al-Azm’s question has been, in his various writings, the following: What are the sources of backwardness, and what are the after-effects produced by backwardness? These are the two questions that Sadik al-Azm has been raising, in a polemical form, for more than forty years.
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