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  MORE ADVANCED PRAISE FOR DEFENDING THE WEST




  “This is a dazzling masterwork, a tour de force of beauty, scholarship, and passionate clarity. This book documents that nearly every idea—nay almost every sentence—that Edward Said has written is deliberately false. Said is the master of the Big Lie. Ibn Warraq’s landmark book successfully challenges the hijacking of the Western academy and intellectual imagination that Said and his followers have perpetrated. Ibn Warraq creates a portrait of the West that is, in turn, a vigorous reminder of who we are and what our values have meant to the entire world. It should be mandatory reading in every university and should find its way onto every citizen’s bookshelf, for it provides the best and most bracing self-defense we can muster against the anti-Western diatribes that pass for received wisdom.”




  —Phyllis Chesler




  Emerita professor of psychology and women’s studies




  City University of New York




  Author of thirteen books including the international best seller
Women and Madness, The New Anti-Semitism, and Death of Feminism




  “This is a far braver book than Edward Said’s famous Orientalism—and intellectually a more honest one. It deserves at least as much attention and should be required reading for every student of history.”




  —Charles Allen




  Author of The Buddha and the Sahibs and God’s Terrorists




  “Ibn Warraq’s magisterial critique of Edward Said’s malicious and prodigiously mischievous book shows that the late ‘professor of terror’ was prone to violence in his intellectual as much as in his political pronouncements. But Defending the West teaches by example as much as by direct criticism, for its vast erudition and sweet reasonableness represent the condition to which all scholarship should aspire.”




  —Edward Alexander




  Emeritus professor of English, University of Washington




  “Edward Said died in 2003. This book buries him. With extraordinary learning and insight, Ibn Warraq utterly destroys Said and the Saidists, taking apart one of the most prevalent and destructive ‘intellectual’ movements of recent years. This book is primarily not an attack but a defense, a defense of the West against its opponents and haters. As the war for ideas rages, there have been few books as brilliant as this one, and none more important.”




  —Douglas Murray




  Director of the Centre for Social Cohesion in London




  Best-selling author of Bosie: A Biography of Lord Alfred Douglas




  “An impressive, urgently necessary, and delightfully learned guide to rediscovering the West—and saving it, too.”




  —Diana West




  Author of The Death of the Grown-Up: How America’s Arrested Development Is Bringing Down Western Civilization




  “For decades Edward Said enjoyed the best that Western academic life had to offer—international celebrity, plaudits, honors, and fame beyond the wildest dreams of most professors—while constantly bashing the history, values, and policies that have made this privileged existence possible. In Defending the West, the eminent intellectual Ibn Warraq exposes with razor-sharp precision the hypocrisy of Said’s writings as well as the perverted academic culture that has made his great success possible. With this important new book Ibn Warraq has once and for all dispatched Orientalism to the dustbin of history.”




  —Efraim Karsh




  Head of Mediterranean Studies at the University of London




  Author of Empires of the Sand (with Inari Karsh) and Islamic Imperialism: A History
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  FOR E




  I’M A HOSTAGE. I’M MAROONDED.




  BUT I’M IN PARIS WITH YOU.




  —FROM IN PARIS WITH YOU, JAMES FENTON


  







  Propter studium sapientiae absolutum.1




  —Roger Bacon (c.1214–94)
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  It is futile to condemn several centuries of European expansion, absurd to include under the same malediction Christopher Columbus and [Hubert] Lyautey.2 The era of colonialisms is over, one must just acknowledge it and shoulder the consequences . . . .




  It is fitting for a nation long in tradition and with a strong sense of honour to find the courage to denounce its own errors. But it should not forget all the reasons it could still have for self-esteem. In any case it is dangerous to ask it to confess that it alone was guilty, and to doom it to perpetual penitence.




  —Albert Camus, Chroniques Algériennes 1939–19583
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  The predicament of Western civilization is that it has ceased to be aware of the values which it is in peril of losing.




  —Arthur Koestler


  








  
PREFACE





  I originally planned the present work to serve as an anthology of both primary sources and articles by scholars who have replied to, taken issue with parts of, and possibly even refuted in their totality the arguments of Edward Said as presented principally in Orientalism, but also in Culture and Imperialism. The primary sources were to be prefaced with introductions that would have provided the necessary background to the controversies and the arguments engendered by Said’s two most influential works.




  In the end, I felt that Said’s arguments could only be adequately addressed and refuted against the background of a more general presentation of salient aspects of Western civilization. I abandoned the idea of an annotated anthology. Instead I have identified three of the main themes that run through the history of the West. Since I still wished the work to serve as a source book for a general audience, I have retained many of the quotations from primary sources in the main body of my text: Homer and Aeschylus, Plato and Aristotle, Cicero and Marcus Aurelius, Pico della Mirandola and Guillaume Postel, Sir William Jones and Lord Curzon; from the Greeks to the early Christians, from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment and up to the twentieth century. In the chapters on Orientalists in India, I have treated the writings of Indian scholars as primary sources, because they are essential to any argument that shows that Orientalists were motivated primarily by disinterested intellectual curiosity and they made genuine contributions to our knowledge of India that were recognized and appreciated by Indians themselves.




  The book begins with an extended essay based on another, originally written nearly a decade ago as a polemical attack minutely attentive to the text of Said’s Orientalism. To a certain extent, I regret the tone of that earlier essay, but it still provides, I believe, a useful introduction to the errors and inadequacies of Said’s work. After much hesitation I decided to leave it almost intact, since it had already acquired a life of its own and had been anthologized more than once. The only change I have allowed myself is the omission of the discussion of Aeschylus, now defended more robustly in part 2 of the present work.




  Part 2 is organized chronologically and argues that three of the defining values of the Occident are rationalism, universalism, and self-criticism. Under rationalism, I include the notions of truth, objective knowledge, and intellectual curiosity. Under universalism, I include the idea of the unity of mankind, openness to “the Other” (a phrase I am reluctant to use, for its use implies a certain attitude or acceptance of certain mental clichés, but the realization that there is no easy and succinct way to get around it has led to my temporary verbal surrender): other ideas, other customs, other people; and under self-criticism the willingness to submit all of the West’s traditions to rational scrutiny. Under curiosity, I include all those examples of disinterested study.




  In part 2 I compare Western civilization with Islamic civilization, contrasting the value each civilization accords to these three themes. Islamic imperialism and Islam’s participation in the slave trade, so often neglected, are contrasted with the Western institutions. The attitudes of people in the Far East, which, if exhibited by the white Western world, some might describe as “racist” and thus almost a taboo subject, are also discussed.




  I am at pains to underline the constant to and fro of intellectual and artistic exchange between the Occident and Persia and India, and the Occident and Islam. Civilizations do not develop in isolation. The West has always been willing to learn from others. At one early and brief stage of its development, Islam was equally open, especially to Greek and Indian influences, and transmitted much to the West. But Islam closed its mind at a certain moment, and we are still suffering the consequences.




  Such a comparative approach to the history of racism, imperialism, and slavery goes some way toward replying to Edward Said’s strictures on the West. Said was able to intimidate Western intellectuals and to get away with so much simply because of his unchallenged ahistorical account, according to which only the West stood in the dock.




  Since my arguments in part 2 are of a wider import, I do not always connect them to a precise passage in Said’s Orientalism. I do not constantly come back to Said’s text in the way I do in part 1. Nor do I entirely abandon Said, however; I have, for instance, some harsh observations on Said’s misuse of the work of Richard W. Southern and Raymond Schwab.




  Part 3 looks at Orientalism in Western music, literature, and painting. Only in the section on painting and the visual arts have I tried to give a full account, though still far from exhaustive, of the West’s rendering of the Orient and Orientals—organized chronologically, beginning with Gentile Bellini and Vittore Carpaccio and the Venetians, through the Dutch, particularly Rembrandt, and the eighteenth-century Bosphorus school of painters. When seen against this background of the West’s depictions of the Orient from the Renaissance onward, one realizes that the concerns of the Orientalist artists of the nineteenth century were neither unusual nor sinister. The nineteenth-century Orientalists were following a long-established tradition of sympathetic portrayal of the East and her people. And if we combine this artistic heritage with the West’s more fundamental characteristic of intellectual curiosity and openness to others, nothing, surely, could be more natural than the development of nineteenth-century Orientalist art.




  Many Orientalist paintings are vulgar and sentimental. I, however, have picked out Orientalist artists who merit consideration on aesthetic grounds (at least two of whom are recognized painters of genius: Rembrandt and Delacroix), and who at the same time are free from the kind of prejudice attributed indiscriminately to all Orientalists.




  As in part 2, I have tried in part 3 to indicate throughout the influence of Eastern art on Western art, and vice versa. Rembrandt and Delacroix were both enchanted by Mogul miniatures. Mogul art was influenced by Mannerist paintings. Persian and Turkish miniatures also benefited from contact with Dutch artists. Western Orientalist painters influenced Turkish artists such as Osman Bey. In these instances, at least, Islam did not entirely close its doors to Western influence.




  I use the term “Orientalism” in both the narrow sense as applied to the modern scholarly investigations, requiring a knowledge of Oriental languages and literature from the nineteenth century onward, and the wider sense, as applied to any consciously and seriously collected body of fact intended to increase the West’s knowledge of the East. The term “Orientalist,” when applied to artists, painters, composers, librettists, and even novelists, designates any artist who has taken the Orient and Orientals as suitable subjects for his works, however superficial or profound the rendering of the Orient or Orientals may eventually turn out. Orientalism in italics designates Edward Said’s work.




  Said and his followers can only cope with a Manichaean worldview—the Evil West versus the Rest, perceived or presented as morally superior, or good. I have tried to show that this is far from the whole truth: the history of the West shows an astonishing openness to “the Other” that is exhibited by no other civilization in history. The civilization that is at least open to “the Other” is Islam, which divides the world between believer and infidel, Dar al-Islam against Dar al-Harb. Muslims are taught to be indifferent to their own pre-Islamic past, or that of others, as merely an example of dismissible Jāhiliyya (ignorance or barbarism).




  Said seems to use the term “Orientalist” for one who, on the whole, studies the Middle East, that is, the Muslim populations of the Middle East. The person who studies the Jews, or the Zoroastrians, is not in Edward Said’s view an “Orientalist.” For Said, the non-Muslims, and even non-Arabs, hardly exist, are occasionally mentioned, are never discussed or acknowledged as Orientals with a history and presence: there are no Copts, no Maronites, no Mandaeans, no Samaritans, no Assyrians, no Greek Orthodox Christians, no Chaldeans, no Berbers, and of course no Jews in the “Orient” for which Said means—must mean—the Middle East and North Africa, peopled with Arabs and Muslims on the one hand and “all the others” on the other hand. All of those others can never be part of “the Other” about whose fate, at the hands of Western Orientalists and imperialists, Said is so concerned.




  In the section on Orientalist art, I provide an alternative account that flatly contradicts the one presented by Said and his followers. But Saidists do not deal with Western paintings and sculpture as objects of artistic analysis or connoisseurship, or aesthetic appreciation, but rather as carriers of meaning—political, even sinister meaning—that can be determined merely by looking at the subject matter itself in a rather crude manner. And I, in my refutation, have been forced to deal with works of art in the same reductive way. Unlike Said and others under his insidious influence, I am perfectly aware of how clumsy such a view of works of art is, good or bad. Such a view misses the point of a great work of art. Unfortunately, there is no other way to deal with the kind of charges made by Said and company without engaging in the same kind of reductionist analysis, albeit with different conclusions.
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  Early versions of this book in manuscript form were read and discussed with me by friends and colleagues and, as a result, I think, much improved. Hugh Fitzgerald, with his unerring sense for spotting sentimentality and my tendency to “gush,” as he describes it, helped considerably with both the matter and the manner. He improved both beyond measure. Austin Dacey and Irfan Khawaja, with their philosophical acumen, saved me from shoddy arguments and made many suggestions that I have adopted. Keith Windschuttle gave much-needed encouragement just when I was having serious misgivings about my work. Professor Fred Siegel of Cooper Union for Science and Art in New York made helpful suggestions, and referred me to works that I had overlooked or had never even heard of. Dr. Elisabeth Puin read through part 3 on Orientalist art and provided me much-needed information on various aspects of Turkish and Persian art. I should like to thank Professor Gerald Ackerman for providing us with a transparency for John Frederick Lewis’ work that serves as the cover for the book. Professor Ackerman also provided valuable criticism on the section on Orientalist Art.




  I thank them all for giving so much of their valuable time and advice, and for saving me from embarrassing errors. It is no formality to insist that any errors that do remain are entirely my own responsibility.











  PART 1




  EDWARD SAID AND THE SAIDISTS
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  Consider the following observations on the state of affairs in the contem porary Arab world:






   The history of the modern Arab world—with all its political failures, its human rights abuses, its stunning military incompetences, its decreasing production, the fact that alone of all modern peoples, we have receded in democratic and technological and scientific development—is disfigured by a whole series of out-moded and discredited ideas, of which the notion that the Jews never suffered and that the Holocaust is an obfuscatory confection created by the Elders of Zion is one that is acquiring too much—far too much—currency . . .




  . . . [T]o support Roger Garaudy, the French writer convicted earlier this year on charges of Holocaust denial, in the name of “freedom of opinion” is a silly ruse that discredits us more than we already are discredited in the world’s eyes for our incompetence, our failure to fight a decent battle, our radical misunderstanding of history and the world we live in. Why don’t we fight harder for freedom of opinions in our own societies, a freedom, no one needs to be told, that scarcely exists?1







  It takes courage for an Arab to write self-criticism of this kind; indeed, without the personal pronoun “we,” how many would have guessed that an Arab, let alone Edward Said, had written it? And yet, ironically, what makes self-examination for Arabs and Muslims, and especially criticism of Islam in the West, very difficult is the totally pernicious influence of Edward Said’s Orientalism.2 The latter work taught an entire generation of Arabs the art of self-pity—“were it not for the wicked imperialists, racists and Zionists, we would be great once more”—encouraged the Islamic fundamentalist generation of the 1980s, bludgeoned into silence any criticism of Islam, and even stopped dead the research of eminent Islamologists who felt their findings might offend Muslim sensibilities and who dared not risk being labeled “Orientalist.” The aggressive tone of Orientalism is what I have called “intellectual terrorism,” since it seeks to convince not by arguments or historical analysis, but by spraying charges of racism, imperialism, and Eurocentrism from a moral high ground; anyone who disagrees with Said has insult heaped upon him. The moral high ground is an essential element in Said’s tactics. Since he believes his position is morally unimpeachable, Said obviously thinks he is justified in using any means possible to defend it, including the distortion of the views of eminent scholars, interpreting intellectual and political history in a highly tendentious way—in short, twisting the truth. But in any case, he does not believe in the “truth.”




  Said attacks not only the entire discipline of Orientalism, which is devoted to the academic study of the Orient and which Said accuses of perpetuating negative racial stereotypes, anti-Arab and anti-Islamic prejudice, and the myth of an unchanging, essential “Orient,” but he also accuses Orientalists as being a group complicit with imperial power and holds them responsible for creating the distinction between Western superiority and Oriental inferiority, which they achieve by suppressing the voice of the “Oriental” and by their antihuman tendency to make huge, but vague, generalizations about entire populations that in reality consist of millions of individuals. In other words, much of what was written about the Orient in general, and Islam and Islamic civilization in particular, was false. The Orientalists also stand accused of creating “the Other”—the non-European, always characterized in a negative way, as, for example, passive, weak, and in need of civilizing by the advanced West (contrasting Western strength with Eastern weakness).




  But “Orientalism” is also more generally “a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the Occident’” (p. 2). Thus, European writers of fiction, epics, travel, social descriptions, customs, and people are all accused of “Orientalism.” In short, Orientalism is seen “as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient.” Said makes much of the notion of a discourse derived from Michel Foucault, who argued that supposedly objective and natural structures in society, which privilege some and punish others for non-conformity, are in fact “discourses of power.” The putative “objectivity” of a discipline covered up its real nature; disciplines such as Orientalism participated in such discourses. Said continues, “[W]ithout examining Orientalism as a discourse one cannot possibly understand the enormously systematic discipline by which European culture was able to manage—even produce—the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period” (p. 3).




  FROM PRETENTIOUSNESS TO MEANINGLESSNESS





  There are, as I shall show, several contradictory theses buried in Said’s impenetrable prose, with its endless postmodern jargon (“a universe of representative discourse,” “Orientalist discourse” [p. 71]—and some kind editor really ought to have explained to Said the meaning of “literally” [pp. 19, 87, 93, 138, 179, 218, 307] and the difference between scatalogical and eschatological [p. 68]), and pretentious language that often conceals some banal observation, as when Said talks of “textual attitude” (pp. 92–93), when all he means is “bookish” or “bookishness.” Tautologies abound, as in “the freedom of licentious sex” (p. 190).




  Or take these comments:






   Thus out of the Napoleonic expedition there issued a whole series of textual children, from Chateaubriand’s Itinéraire to Lamartine’s Voyage en Orient to Flaubert’s Salammbô, and in the same tradition, Lane’s Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians and Richard Burton’s Personal Narrative of a Pilgrimage to al-Madinah and Meccah. What binds them together is not only their common background in Oriental legend and experience but also their learned reliance on the Orient as a kind of womb out of which they were brought forth. If paradoxically these creations turned out to be highly stylized simulacra, elaborately wrought imitations of what a live Orient might be thought to look like, that by no means detracts from their strength of their imaginative conception or from the strength of European mastery of the Orient, whose prototypes respectively were Cagliostro, the great European impersonator of the Orient, and Napoleon, its first modern conqueror. (pp. 87–88)







  What does Said mean by “out of the Napoleonic expedition there issued a whole series of textual children,” except that these five very varied works were written after 1798? The pretentious language of textual children issuing from the Napoleonic expedition covers up this obvious fact. Perhaps there is a profound thesis hidden in the jargon, that these works were somehow influenced by the Napoleonic expedition, inspired by it, and could not have been written without it. But no such thesis is offered. This arbitrary group consists of three Frenchmen, two Englishmen—one work of romantic historical fiction, three travel books, and one detailed study of modern Egyptians. François-René de Chateaubriand’s Itinéraire (1811) describes superbly his visit to the Near East; Voyage en Orient (1835) is Alphonse de Lamartine’s impressions of Palestine, Syria, and Greece; Salammbô (1862) is Gustave Flaubert’s novel of ancient Carthage; Edward William Lane’s Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians (1836) is a fascinating firsthand account of life in Egypt, particularly Cairo and Luxor, written after years of residence there (first 1825–28, then 1833–35); Richard Burton’s account of his audacious visit to Mecca was first published in three volumes between 1855 and 1856. Lane and Burton both had perfect command of Arabic, classical and colloquial, while the others did not, and both, particularly Lane, made contributions to Islamic studies, but not the three Frenchmen.




  What do they conceivably have in common? Said tells us that what binds them together is not only “their common background in Oriental legend and experience but also their learned reliance on the Orient as a kind of womb out of which they were brought forth.” What is the background of Oriental legend that inspired Burton or Lane? Was Flaubert’s vivid imagination stimulated by “Oriental legend,” and was this the same legendary material that inspired Burton, Lane, and Lamartine? “Learned reliance on the Orient as a kind of womb” is yet another example of Said’s pompous way of saying the obvious, namely, that they were writing about an Orient of which they had some experience and intellectual knowledge.




  Why are these disparate works “imitations”? Take Lane’s and Burton’s works: They are both highly accurate accounts based on personal, firsthand experience. They are not imitations of anything. James Aldridge in his study Cairo (1969) called Lane’s account “the most truthful and detailed account in English of how Egyptians lived and behaved.”3 Burton’s observations are still quoted for their scientific value in such scholarly works as F. E. Peters’s The Hajj.4 Said also says of Lane, “For Lane’s legacy as a scholar mattered not to the Orient, of course, but to the institutions and agencies of his European society” (p. 164). There is no “of course” about it, Lane’s Arabic Lexicon (5 vols; 1863–74) is still one of the first lexicons consulted by any Muslim scholars wishing to translate the Koran into English; scholars such as Maulana Muhammad Ali, who began his English translation in 1909 and refers constantly to Lane in his copious footnotes, as does A. Yusuf Ali in his 1934 translation. What is more, the only place where one can still buy a reasonably priced copy of Lane’s indispensable work of reference is in Beirut—the edition published by the Librairie du Liban.




  What profound mysteries are unraveled by Said’s final tortuous sentence? Count Alessandro Cagliostro was a Sicilian charlatan who traveled in Greece, Egypt, Arabia, Persia, Rhodes, and Malta. During his travels he is said to have acquired considerable knowledge of the esoteric sciences, alchemy in particular. On his return to Europe, Cagliostro was involved in many swindles and seems to have been responsible for many forgeries of one kind or another, but he found time to establish many masonic lodges and secret societies. He died in prison in 1795. He did not contribute anything whatsoever to the scientific study of the Near or Middle East, either of its languages or of its history or culture. He was not a distinguished Orientalist in the way Lane was. Indeed, apart from his “Letter to the French People” (1786), I do not think Cagliostro ever wrote anything worthy of being called scientific, or of scholarly value. Cagliostro, according to Said, was the prototype of “[the above five authors’] imaginative conception.” Is he suggesting that they, too, fabricated their entire knowledge of the Egypt, the Near East, and Arabia? If that is what Said means, it is false, for reasons discussed above.




  For Said, Napoleon was the prototype of the “strength of European mastery of the Orient,” since he was the Orient’s first modern conqueror. This would be fine as a metaphor—Lane and Burton mastered Arabic in the way Napoleon mastered Egypt—but unfortunately, in the rest of his book Said seems to suggest something far more literal and sinister in the complicity of Orientalists with the imperial powers.




  Orientalism is peppered with meaningless sentences. Take, for example, “Truth, in short, becomes a function of learned judgment, not of the material itself, which in time seems to owe its existence to the Orientalist” (p. 67). Said seems to be saying that “truth” is created by the experts or Orientalists, and does not correspond to reality, to what is actually out there. So far, so good. But then “what is out there” is also said to owe its existence to the Orientalist. If that is the case, then the first part of Said’s sentence makes no sense, and if the first part is true then the second part makes no sense. Is Said relying on that weasel word “seems” to get him out of the mess? That ruse will not work either, for what would it mean to say that an external reality independent of the Orientalist’s judgment also seems to be a creation of the Orientalist? That would be a simple contradiction.




  Here is another example: “The Orientalist can imitate the Orient without the opposite being true.” (p. 160). Throughout his book, Said is at pains to point out that there is no such thing as “the Orient,” which, for him, is merely a meaningless abstraction concocted by Orientalists in the service of imperialists and racists. In which case, what on earth could “The Orient cannot imitate the Orientalist” possibly mean? If we replace “the Orient” by the individual countries—say, those lying between Egypt and India—do we get anything more coherent? No, obviously not: “India, Egypt, and Iran cannot imitate the Orientalists like Renan, Bernard Lewis, Burton, et al.” We get nonsense whichever way we try to gloss Said’s sentence.




  CONTRADICTIONS





  At times, Said seems to allow that the Orientalists did attain genuine knowledge of the Orient—its history, culture, languages—as when he calls Lane’s work Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians “a classic of historical and anthropological observation because of its style, its enormously intelligent and brilliant details” (p. 15); or when he talks of “a growing systematic knowledge in Europe about the Orient” (p. 39), since Said does not have sarcastic quotation marks around the word “knowledge,” I presume he means there was a growth in genuine knowledge. Further on, Said talks of Orientalism producing “a fair amount of exact positive knowledge about the Orient” (p. 52). Again, I take it Said is not being ironical when he talks of “philological discoveries in comparative grammar made by Jones” (p. 98). At one point, Said mentions Orientalism’s “objective discoveries” (p. 203).




  Yet these acknowledgments of the discoveries made by Orientalists are contradicted by Said’s insistence that there is no such thing as “truth” (p. 271), or when he characterizes Orientalism as “a form of paranoia, knowledge of another kind, say, from ordinary historical knowledge” (p. 73). Or again, “it is finally Western ignorance which becomes more refined and complex, not some body of positive Western knowledge which increases in size and accuracy” (p. 62). At one point Said seems to deny that the Orientalists had acquired any objective knowledge at all (p. 122), and a little later he also writes, “the advances made by a ‘science’ like Orientalism in its academic form are less objectively true than we often like to think” (p. 202). It is true that the last phrase does leave open the possibility that some of the science may be true, though less than we had hitherto thought. Said also wholeheartedly endorses Abdel Malek’s strictures against Orientalism and its putatively false “knowledge” of the Orient” (p. 96–97).




  In his 1994 afterword, Said insists that he has “no interest in, much less capacity for, showing what the true Orient and Islam really are” (p. 331). And yet he contradicts this outburst of uncharacteristic humility and modesty when he claims that “[the Orientalist’s] Orient is not the Orient as it is, but the Orient as it has been Orientalized” (p. 104), for such a formulation assumes Said knows what the real Orient is. Such an assumption is also apparent in his statement that “the present crisis dramatizes the disparity between texts and reality” (p. 109). In order to be able to tell the difference between the two, Said must know what the reality is. This is equally true when Said complains that “[t]o look into Orientalism for a lively sense of an Oriental’s human or even social reality . . . is to look in vain” (p. 176).




  HISTORICAL AND OTHER HOWLERS





  For a work that purports to be a serious work of intellectual history, Orientalism is full of historical howlers.5 According to Said, at the end of the seventeenth century, Britain and France dominated the eastern Mediterranean, when in fact the Levant was still controlled for the next hundred years by the Ottomans. British and French merchants needed the permission of the sultan to land. Egypt is repeatedly described as a British colony when, in fact, Egypt was never more than a protectorate; it was never annexed, as Said claims (p. 35). Real colonies, like Australia or Algeria, were settled by large numbers of Europeans, and this manifestly was not the case with Egypt.6




  The most egregious error surely is Said’s claim that Muslim armies conquered Turkey before they overran North Africa (p. 57). In reality, the Arabs invaded North Africa in the seventh century, and what is now Turkey remained part of the Eastern Roman Empire—and Christian—until it was conquered by the Seljuk Turks in the late eleventh century.7 Said writes, “Macdonald and Massignon were widely sought after as experts on Islamic matters by colonial administrators from North Africa to Pakistan” (p. 210). But Pakistan was never a colony; it was created in 1947 when the British left India. Said talks oddly about the “unchallenged Western dominance” of the Portuguese in the East Indies, China, and Japan until the nineteenth century (p. 73). But Portugal only dominated the trade, especially in the sixteenth century, and was never, as historian J. M. Roberts points out, “interested in the subjugation or settlement of large areas.”8 In China, Portugal only had the tiny foothold of Macao. The first decades of the seventeenth century witnessed the collapse of much of the Portuguese empire in the East, to be replaced by the Dutch. In the early eighteenth century there was a Dutch supremacy in the Indian Ocean and Indonesia. However, like the Portuguese, the Dutch did not subjugate “the Orient,” but worked through diplomacy with native rulers and through a network of trading stations.9




  Said thinks that Thomas Carlyle and John Henry Newman were “liberal cultural heroes”! It would be more correct to characterize Carlyle’s works as the intellectual ancestry of fascism.10 Newman was a High Church Anglican who converted to Catholicism. Said also seems to think that Ignaz Goldziher was German (p. 18); Goldziher was Hungarian. Said thinks “Muslim” designates a race (p. 99).




  INTELLECTUAL DISHONESTY AND TENDENTIOUS REINTERPRETATIONS





  Such errors can be put down to ignorance—Said is no historian—but so many gross errors put into doubt Said’s competence to write such a book. On the other hand, we can only qualify as intellectual dishonesty the way he deliberately mis-interprets a distinguished scholar’s work and conclusions. Said quotes with approval and admiration some of the conclusions of R. W. Southern’s Western Views of Islam in the Middle Ages:






   Most conspicuous to us is the inability of any of these systems of thought [European Christianity] to provide a fully satisfying explanation of the phenomenon they had set out to explain [Islam]—still less to influence the course of practical events in a decisive way. At a practical level, events never turned out either so well or so ill as the most intelligent observers predicted; and it is perhaps worth noticing that they never turned out better than when the best judges confidently expected a happy ending. Was there any progress [in Christian knowledge of Islam]? I must express my conviction that there was. Even if the solution of the problem remained obstinately hidden from sight, the statement of the problem became more complex, more rational, and more related to experience. . . . The scholars who labored at the problem of Islam in the Middle Ages failed to find the solution they sought and desired; but they developed habits of mind and powers of comprehension which, in other men and in other fields, may yet deserve success.11







  Now here is Said’s extraordinary misinterpretation of the quote from Southern: “The best part of Southern’s analysis . . . is his demonstration that it is finally Western ignorance which becomes more refined and complex, not some body of positive Western knowledge which increases in size and accuracy” (p. 62). According to Said, Southern says that positive Western knowledge of the Orient did not increase. This is not what Southern is saying. Southern asks a question and replies: “Was there any progress [in Christian knowledge of Islam]? I must express my conviction that there was.” Yes, I am firmly convinced that Western knowledge did progress; that is what Southern states. Southern adds that the medieval scholars’ methodology became more and more sophisticated; they were more mature intellectually, since they developed habits of mind and powers of comprehension that would pay dividends later. How Said can speak, with his usual pretentious vocabulary, of “Western ignorance which becomes more refined” is a mystery, but it is in keeping with his method and his goal of painting the West as negatively as possible. Incidentally, the same passage from Southern contradicts one of Said’s principal theses, about Oriental studies being a cause of imperialism. All this thinking about the Orient failed, Southern says, “to influence the course of practical events in a decisive way.”




  Said also seems to reproach Friedrich Schlegel for holding views that are in fact correct: “[Although by] 1808 Schlegel had practically renounced his Orientalism, he still held that Sanskrit and Persian on the one hand and Greek and German on the other had more affinities with each other than with Semitic, Chinese, American, or African languages” (p. 98). One can only conclude that Said does not know that what Schlegel held is indeed the case: Sanskrit, Persian, Greek, and German all belong to the same family, the Indo-European, and have more in common with each other, by definition, than with any other language in another family, such as Semitic.




  Said quotes Sir William Jones’s famous encomium on Sanskrit and its affinities to Greek and Latin as though it were of some sinister significance, by prefacing the quote with remarks that are silly:






   [Jones’s] most famous pronouncement indicates the extent to which modern Orientalism, even in its philosophical beginnings, was a comparative discipline having for its principal goal the grounding of the European languages in a distant, and harmless, Oriental source: “The Sanscrit language, whatever be its antiquity, is of a wonderful structure; more perfect than the Greek, more copious than the Latin, and more exquisitively refined than either, yet bearing to both of them a stronger affinity, both in the roots of verbs and in the forms of grammar, than could possibly have been produced by accident; so strong indeed, that no philologer could examine them all three without believing them to have sprung from some common source.” (pp. 78–79)12







  What does Said mean by saying modern Orientalism had as its goal “the grounding of the European languages in a distant, and harmless, Oriental source?” It is nonsense. Jones was not the first to see that there were remarkable similarities between Sanskrit and Greek and Latin—as early as the sixteenth century Filippo Sassetti and in 1767 P. Coeurdoux had noticed them—but Jones’s independent reflections led him to conclude that there was a similarity, and this was a discovery, an exciting scientific discovery that has since been amply confirmed. To say that Orientalists wanted to ground the European languages in Oriental sources is absurd. They discovered that they were related in some way; they did not concoct some theory to fit their desire to “ground European languages in Oriental sources.” What does “a harmless Oriental source” mean, in any case? Greek and Latin do not have their “sources” in Sanskrit. They simply belong to the same genetic family, possibly descended from some common ancestral proto-Indo-European language.




  As Professor K. Paddaya of Pune, India, wrote in his appreciation of Sir William Jones, “[I]t was genuine curiosity and admiration which made some of these officers [of the East India Company like Jones] voluntarily take up the study of [India’s] past conditions.”13




  Jones’s eulogy on Sanskrit is still quoted with pride by many Indian scholars, who honored Jones’s memory by holding conferences in Calcutta and Pune in April 1994 to mark the bicentenary of his death. The bicentenary of the establishment of the Asiatic Society, which Jones founded, was celebrated in 1984 in New Delhi and Calcutta.




  Said does not come across as a careful reader of Dante and his masterpiece, The Divine Comedy. In his trawl through Western literature for filth to besmirch Western civilization, Said comes across Dante’s description of Muhammad in hell, and concludes, “Dante’s verse at this point spares the reader none of the eschatological [sic] detail that so vivid a punishment entails: Muhammad’s entrails and his excrement are described with unflinching accuracy” (p. 68). First, Said does not know the difference between scatalogical and eschatological, and second, how does he know that Dante’s description is unflinchingly accurate? He simply means that it was highly graphic.




  Said makes much of the fact that earlier in the Inferno, three Muslims turn up in the company of virtuous heathens like Plato and Aristotle. Said continues, “[B]ut the special anachronisms and anomalies of putting pre-Christian luminaries in the same category of ‘heathen’ damnation with post-Christian Muslims does not trouble Dante. Even though the Koran specifies Jesus as a prophet, Dante chooses to consider the great Muslim philosophers [Avicenna and Averroës] and king [Saladin] as having been fundamentally ignorant of Christianity.” This comment betrays Said’s fundamental ignorance of Christian doctrine, even though he himself was raised as a Christian. Although these people of much worth—gente di molto valore—had not sinned, according to Christian doctrine, they could not be saved outside the church—that is, without baptism, the first sacrament and thus the “gateway to the faith.” The three Muslims were in the outer circle of hell not because they were ignorant of Christianity, but because they had died unbaptized. Since these regions of hell are timeless and their inhabitants are there forever, the question of anachronism does not arise, especially as these historical figures have an allegorical significance. Said was surely aware that Virgil, who died in 19 BCE, was Dante’s guide, il mio Dottore, and fulfills an allegorical function. Virgil’s voice is that of reason or philosophical wisdom. Allegory is central to any understanding of The Divine Comedy: literra gesta docet, quid credas, allegoria—the literal sense teaches the facts, the allegory what you should believe.




  Furthermore, these illustrious Muslims were included precisely because of Dante’s reverence for all that was best in the non-Christian world, and their exclusion from salvation, inevitable under Christian doctrine, saddened him and put a great strain on his mind—gran duol mi prese al cor quando lo ’ntesi—great grief seized me at heart when I heard this. Dante was even influenced by the Averroistic concept of the “possible intellect.” The same generous impulse that made him revere non-Christians like Avicenna and their nobility of character made Dante relegate Muhammad to eternal punishment in the eighth circle of hell, namely, Dante’s strong sense of the unity of humanity and of all its spiritual values—universalis civilitas humani generis—the universal community of the human race. He and his contemporaries in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth century had only vague ideas about the history and theology of Islam and its founder. Dante believed that Muhammad and Ali were the initiators of the great schism between Christianity and Islam. Like his contemporaries, Dante thought Muhammad was originally a Christian and a cardinal who wanted to become a pope. Hence, Muhammad was a divider of humanity, whereas Dante stood for the unity—the essential organic unity—of humankind. What Said does not see is that Dante perfectly exemplifies Western culture’s strong tendency toward universalism.14




  SELF-PITY, POSTIMPERIALIST VICTIMHOOD, AND IMPERIALISM





  In order to achieve his goal of painting the West in general, and the discipline of Orientalism in particular, in as negative a way as possible, Said has recourse to several tactics. One of his preferred moves is to depict the Orient as a perpetual victim of Western imperialism, dominance, and aggression. The Orient is never seen as an actor, an agent with free will or designs or ideas of its own. It is to this propensity that we owe that immature and unattractive quality of so much contemporary Middle Eastern culture, self-pity, and the belief that all its ills are the result of imaginary Western-Zionist conspiracies.15 Here is an example of Said’s own belief in such conspiracies taken from The Question of Palestine: “It was perfectly apparent to Western supporters of Zionism like Balfour that the colonization of Palestine was made a goal for the Western powers from the very beginning of Zionist planning: Herzl used the idea, Weizmann used it, every leading Israeli since has used it. Israel was a device for holding Islam—later the Soviet Union, or communism—at bay.”16 So Israel was created to hold Islam at bay!




  As for the politics of victimhood, Said has “milked it himself to an indecent degree.”17 Said wrote:






   My own experiences of these matters are in part what made me write this book. The life of an Arab Palestinian in the West, particularly in America, is disheartening. There exists here an almost unanimous consensus that politically he does not exist, and when it is allowed that he does, it is either as a nuisance or as an Oriental. The web of racism, cultural stereotypes, political imperialism, dehumanizing ideology holding in the Arab or the Muslim is very strong indeed, and it is this web which every Palestinian has come to feel as his uniquely punishing destiny. (p. 27)







  Such wallowing in self-pity from a tenured and much-feted professor at Columbia University, where he enjoyed privileges that we lesser mortals only dream of (and a decent salary), all the while spewing forth hatred of the country that took him in and heaped honors on him, is nauseating. As Ian Buruma concluded in his review of Said’s memoir, Out of Place, “The more he dwells on his suffering and his exile status, the more his admirers admire him. On me, however, it has the opposite effect. Of all the attitudes that shape a memoir, self-pity is the least attractive.”18




  The putative conquest of Egypt by Napoleon plays an important symbolic role in Said’s scheme of showing all that is evil in Orientalism. For Said, Napoleon conquered, dominated, engulfed, possessed, and oppressed Egypt (see especially pp. 83–88 in Orientalism). Egypt is described as the passive victim of Western rapacity. In reality, the French were defeated and had to retreat hastily after fewer than four years: Napoleon arrived in July 1798 and left for good just over a year later, and the French forces stayed until September 1801. But during this brief interlude, the French fleet was destroyed at the Battle of the Nile, and the French failed to capture Murad Bey. Riots broke out when a house tax was introduced in Cairo, and the French general Dominique-Martin Dupuy, lieutenant governor of Cairo, was killed. Further riots broke out among the Muslims in Cairo when the French left to confront the Turks at Mataria, but the chief victims were Christians, many of whom were slaughtered by the Muslims. The French general Jean-Baptiste Kléber was assassinated. Far from seeing the Egyptians as “the Other” and far from denigrating Islam, from 1798 the French were highly sensitive to Muslim opinion, with Napoleon showing an intimate knowledge of the Koran. Perhaps the ultimate irony was that after the assassination of Kléber, the command of the French army passed to Gen. J. F. Baron de Menou, who had converted to Islam and had set about enacting measures to conciliate the Muslims.




  Naguib Mahfouz, the Nobel Prize–winning Egyptian novelist, once said it is thanks to Napoleon’s campaign in Egypt that his country has emerged out of centuries of obscurantism. Egypt owes all its modernity to Napoleon!19 Another result of the encounter with the West was the discovery of its ancient, pre-Islamic past, thanks to the work and genius of scholars such as Mariette and Champol-lion. So much for the evils of the “conquest of Egypt.”




  Had he bothered to pursue the subsequent history of Egypt, Said would have put Western imperialism in perspective, since he would have come across the history of Muhammad Ali, often considered the founder of modern Egypt. It was never in the interest or even the intention of the Western powers to see the dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire, which time and time again sought and received European support for the preservation of its imperial possessions. After the humiliating retreat of the French, the Ottoman’s greatest challenger was a Muslim, the able but ambitious governor of Egypt, Muhammad Ali, “who aspired to nothing less than the substitution of his own empire for that of the Ottomans.”20 Inspired by Napoleon, Muhammad Ali modernized many of Egypt’s archaic institutions. In his imperial dreams, Ali was thwarted by the Ottomans, who had the help, once again, of the great powers—Britain, Russia, Austria, and Prussia—that did not wish to use the sultan’s plight to expand their imperial possessions. A little later, Muhammad Ali’s grandson Ismail also dreamed of transforming Egypt into a modern imperial power. By the mid-1870s, “a vast Egyptian empire had come into being, extending from the Mediterranean in the north to Lake Victoria, and from the Indian Ocean in the east to the Libyan desert.”21




  I have dwelled on these historical details to put nineteenth-century imperialism in context, and to show that Middle Eastern history was created in significant part by Middle Eastern actors, who were “not hapless victims of predatory imperial powers but active participants in the restructuring of their region.”22 But this, of course, does not serve Said’s purpose at all, which is to show “the Orientals” as passive victims of Western imperialism, unable to control their own destiny. It is Said who is guilty of the sins he accuses the Orientalists of, namely, suppressing the voice of the people of Egypt, the true history of the Near East, which was created by indigenous trends, desires, and actions freely chosen.




  In Orientalism, Said writes: “Both before and during World War I secret diplomacy was bent on carving up the Near Orient first into spheres of influence, then into mandated (or occupied) territories” (p. 220). This is totally false. Here is how two historians see it:






   [T]he chain of events culminating in the destruction of the Ottoman Empire and the creation of the modern Middle East was set in motion not by secret diplomacy bent on carving up the Middle East, but rather by the decision of the Ottoman leadership to throw in its lot with Germany. This was by far the single most important decision in the history of the modern Middle East, and it was anything but inevitable. The Ottoman Empire was neither forced into the war in a last-ditch bid to ensure its survival, nor maneuvered into it by an overbearing German ally and an indifferent or even hostile British policy. Rather, the [Ottoman] empire’s willful plunge into the whirlpool reflected a straightforward [Ottoman] imperialist policy of territorial aggrandizement and status acquisition.23







  Prime Minister Herbert Henry Asquith noted in his diary in March 1915: “[Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey and I] both think that in the interests of our own future the best thing would be if at the end of the War we could say that we had taken and gained nothing.” Similarly, the Bunsen Committee of April/May 1915 had a clear preference for the maintenance of an independent but decentralized empire comprised of five major provinces: Anatolia, Armenia, Syria, Palestine, and Iraq-Jezirah. Nearly a year after the outbreak of World War I, Britain still did not wish to see the destruction of Turkey—in Asia24—whereas it was an Arab, Sharif Hussein of Mecca, who wanted to establish his own empire on the ruins of that of the Ottomans.




  Similarly, when referring to T. E. Lawrence, Said writes: “The great drama of Lawrence’s work is that it symbolizes the struggle, first, to stimulate the Orient (lifeless, timeless, forceless) into movement; second, to impose upon that movement an essentially Western shape” (p. 241). Again, it is Said who is assuming the Arabs were passive and had decisions made for and imposed upon them as though they were children or imbeciles, incapable of having desires and acting freely. Certainly, the forceful personalities of the sharif of Mecca, Hussein ibn Ali, and his son Faisal played the most important part during World War I and were as responsible as the Western powers for what emerged after it.




  Said’s use of emotive language concerning Western imperialism with all its supposed evils conceals the real overall historical background of the entire region. Where the French presence lasted fewer than four years before they were ignominiously expelled by the British and Turks, the Ottomans had been the masters of Egypt since 1517, a total of 280 years. Even if we count the later British and French protectorates, Egypt was under Western control for sixty-seven years, Syria for twenty-one years, and Iraq for only fifteen—and, of course, Saudi Arabia was never under Western control. Contrast this with southern Spain, which was under the Muslim yoke for 781 years, Greece for 381 years, and the splendid new Christian capital that eclipsed Rome—Byzantium—which is still in Muslim hands.25 But no Spanish or Greek politics of victimhood apparently exist.




  SAID’S ANTI-WESTERNISM





  In a disingenuous 1994 afterword, Said denies that he is anti-Western and that the phenomenon of Orientalism is a synecdoche of the entire West. He claims that there is no such stable reality as “the Orient” or “the Occident,” that there is no enduring Oriental reality and even less an enduring Western essence, and that he has no interest in, much less capacity for, showing what the true Orient and Islam really are (pp. 330–33).




  But a close reading of Orientalism is enough to show Said’s anti-Westernism. While he does occasionally use inverted commas around “the Orient” and “the Occident,” the entire force of Said’s polemic comes from the polar opposites and contrasts of the East and the West, the Orient and Europe, Us and the Other, which he himself has crudely set up.




  Said wrote, “I doubt that it is controversial, for example, to say that an Englishman in India or Egypt in the later nineteenth century took an interest in those countries that was never far from their status in his mind as British colonies. To say this may seem quite different from saying that all academic knowledge about India and Egypt is somehow tinged and impressed with, violated by, the gross political fact [of imperialism]—and yet that is what I am saying in this study of Orientalism” (p. 11; emphasis in original).




  Here is Said’s characterization of all Europeans: “It is therefore correct that every European, in what he could say about the Orient, was consequently a racist, an imperialist, and almost totally ethnocentric” (p. 204). In other words, not only are all Europeans racist, but they must necessarily be so. Said claims he is explicitly antiessentialist, particularly about “the West.” But here is Said again: “Consider first the demarcation between Orient and West. It already seems bold by the time of the Iliad. Two of the most profoundly influential qualities associated with the East appear in Aeschylus’s The Persians, the earliest Athenian play extant, and in The Bacchae of Euripides, the very last one extant. . . . The two aspects of the Orient that set it off from the West in this pair of plays will remain essential motifs of European imaginative geography. A line is drawn between two continents. Europe is powerful and articulate; Asia is defeated and distant” (pp. 56–57).




  As Keith Windschuttle comments on that passage:






   These same motifs persist in Western culture, [Said] claims, right down to the modern period. This is a tradition that accommodates perspectives as divergent as those of Aeschylus, Dante, Victor Hugo, and Karl Marx. However, in describing “the essential motifs” of the European geographic imagination that have persisted since ancient Greece, he is ascribing to the West a coherent self-identity that has produced a specific set of value judgements—“Europe is powerful and articulate: Asia is defeated and distant”—that have remained constant for the past 2,500 years. This is, of course, nothing less than the use of the very notion of “essentialism” that he elsewhere condemns so vigorously. In short, it is his own work that is essentialist and ahistorical. He himself commits the very faults he says are so objectionable in the work of Orientalists.26







  And here is another example to prove Said’s anti-Western essentialism: “The Orient was Orientalized not only because it was discovered to be ‘Oriental’ in all those ways considered commonplace by an average nineteenth-century European, but also because it could be—that is, submitted to being—made Oriental” (p. 6). Here we have Said’s reductionistic absurdity: the “average nineteenth-century European.”




  A part of Said’s tactic is to leave out Western writers and scholars who do not conform to his theoretical framework. Since, for Said, all Europeans are a priori racist, he obviously cannot allow himself to quote writers who are not. Indeed, one could write a parallel work to Orientalism made up of extracts from Western writers, scholars, and travelers who were attracted by various aspects of non-European cultures, which they praised and contrasted favorably with their own decadence, bigotry, intolerance, and bellicosity.




  Had he delved a little deeper into Greek civilization and history (rather than looking at only Aeschylus),27 and bothered to look at Herodotus’s great history, Said would have encountered two features that were also characteristic of Western civilization and that he is at pains to conceal and refuses to admit exist: the seeking after knowledge for its own sake, and the belief in the unity of mankind, or in other words its universalism. The Greek word historia, from which we get our “history,” means “research” or “inquiry.” Herodotus believed his work was the outcome of research: what he had seen, heard, and read, but also supplemented and verified by inquiry. For Herodotus, “historical facts have intrinsic value and rational meaning.” He was totally devoid of racial prejudice—indeed, Plutarch later branded him a philobarbaros, whose nearest modern equivalent would be “nigger lover”—and his work shows considerable sympathy for Persians and Persian civilization. Herodotus represents Persians as honest—“they consider telling lies more disgraceful than anything else”—brave, dignified, and loyal to their king. As to the religions of the various peoples he studied, Herodotus showed his customary intellectual curiosity but also his reverence for all of them, because “all men know equally about divine things.”28




  Even in the Middle Ages we find figures in the Christian Church ready to make, in the words of French scholar of Islam Maxime Rodinson, an “outstanding effort . . . to gain and to transmit an objectively based scientific knowledge of the Islamic religion.” Rodinson is describing the remarkable Peter the Venerable, Abbot of Cluny. Rodinson is convinced that Peter the Venerable was not only motivated for polemical reasons but “was moved by a disinterested curiosity.”29




  A number of thinkers, writers, and scholars in Europe from the sixteenth century onward took up the theme of the noble savage as a vehicle to criticize their own culture and to encourage tolerance of others outside the West. Perhaps the real founder of the sixteenth-century doctrine of the noble savage was Peter Martyr Anglerius. In his De Orbe Novo of 1516, Peter Martyr criticized the Spanish conquistadores for their greed, narrow-mindedness, intolerance, and cruelty, contrasting them with the Indians, “who are happier since they are free from money, laws, treacherous judges, deceiving books and the anxiety of an uncertain future.”30 But it was left to Michel de Montaigne, under the influence of Peter Martyr, to develop the first full-length portrait of the noble savage in his celebrated essay “On Cannibals” (c. 1580), which is also the source of the idea of cultural relativism. Deriving his rather shaky information from a plain, simple fellow, Montaigne describes some of the gruesome customs of the Brazilian Indians and concludes:






   I am not so anxious that we should note the horrible savagery of these acts as concerned that, whilst judging their faults so correctly, we should be so blind to our own. I consider it more barbarous to eat a man alive than to eat him dead; to tear by rack and torture a body still full of feeling, to roast it by degrees, and then give it to be trampled and eaten by dogs and swine—a practice which we have not only read about but seen within recent memory, not between ancient enemies, but between neighbours and fellow-citizens and, what is worse, under the cloak of piety and religion—than to roast and eat a man after he is dead.31







  Elsewhere in the essay, Montaigne emphasizes their inevitable simplicity, state of purity, and freedom from corruption. Even their “fighting is entirely noble.” Like Peter Martyr, Montaigne’s rather dubious, secondhand knowledge of these noble savages does not prevent him from criticizing and morally condemning his own culture and civilization: “[We] surpass them in every kind of barbarity.”




  The seventeenth century saw some truly sympathetic accounts of Islam, such as those of Pierre Jurieu and Pierre Bayle. Here is Jurieu:






   It may be truly said that there is no comparison between the cruelty of the Saracens against the Christians, and that of Popery against the true believers. In the war against the Vaudois, or in the massacres alone on St. Bartholomew’s Day, there was more blood spilt upon account of religion, than was spilt by the Saracens in all their persecutions of the Christians. It is expedient to cure men of this prejudice; that Mahometanism is a cruel sect, which was propagated by putting men to their choice of death, or the abjuration of Christianity. This is in no way true; and the conduct of the Saracens was an evangelical meekness in comparison to that of Popery, which exceeded the cruelty of the cannibals.32







  The import of Jurieu’s Lettres Pastorales (1686–89) becomes clear only when we realize that Jurieu was a Huguenot pastor, the sworn enemy of Jacques-Benigne Bossuet, and he was writing from Holland after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes. He is using the supposed tolerance of the Muslims as a way to criticize Roman Catholicism—for him, the Saracens’s “evangelical meekness” is a way of contrasting Catholicism’s own barbarity as on St. Bartholomew’s Day.




  Pierre Bayle was much influenced by Jurieu and continued to sing the praise of Islamic tolerance. He contrasts the tolerance of the Turks with the persecutions of brahmins in India by the Portuguese, and the barbarities exercised by the Spaniards in America: “[The Muslims] have always had more humanity for other religions than the Christians.”33 Bayle was a champion of toleration—was he not himself the victim of intolerance and forced to flee to Holland?




  For Jurieu and Bayle in the seventeenth century, “Turk” was synonymous with “Muslim,” thus Turkish tolerance turned into Muslim tolerance in general. Later, Letters Written by a Turkish Spy, published at the end of the seventeenth century, inaugurated the eighteenth-century vogue for the pseudo-foreign letter, such as Montesquieu’s Lettres Persanes (1721); Madame de Grafigny’s Lettres d’ une Peruvienne (1747); Marquis d’Argens’ Lettres Chinoises (1750); Voltaire’s Asiatic in the Philosophical Dictionary (1752); Horace Walpole’s Letter from Xo Ho, a Chinese Philosopher at London, to His Friend Lien-Chi, at Peking (1757); and Oliver Goldsmith’s Citizen of the World (1762), in which Lien Chi Altangi makes philosophical and satirical comments on the manners of the English.




  Count Henri de Boulainvilliers’ apologetic biography of Muhammad appeared posthumously in London in 1730. It is impossible to exaggerate the importance of this book in shaping Europe’s view of Islam and its founder, Muhammad; it certainly influenced Voltaire and Edward Gibbon. Boulainvilliers was able to use Muhammad and the origins of Islam as “a vehicle of his own theological prejudices” and as a weapon against Christianity, in general, and the clergy, in particular. He found Islam reasonable: It did not require one to believe in impossibilities—no mysteries, no miracles. Muhammad, though not divine, was presented as an incomparable statesman and a greater legislator than anyone produced by ancient Greece.




  George Sale’s translation of the Koran (1734) is the first accurate one in English. Like Boulainvilliers, whose biography of Muhammad he had carefully read, Sale firmly believed that the Arabs “seem to have been raised up on purpose by God, to be a scourge to the Christian church, for not living answerably to that most holy religion which they had received.”34




  The attitude of Voltaire can be seen as typical of the entire century. Voltaire seems later to have regretted what he had written of Muhammad in his scurrilous and—to a Muslim—blasphemous play Mahomet (1742), where the Prophet is presented as an impostor who enslaved men’s souls: “Assuredly, I have made him out to be more evil than he was.”35




  But Voltaire, in his “Essai sur les Moeurs” (1756) and various entries in the Philosophical Dictionary, shows himself to be prejudiced in Islam’s favor at the expense of Christianity, in general, and Catholicism, in particular.




  In his The Sermon of the Fifty (1762), Voltaire attacks such Christian mysteries as transubstantiation as being absurd, Christian miracles as incredible, and the Bible as full of contradictions. The God of Christianity was a cruel and hateful tyrant. By contrast, Voltaire finds the dogmas of Islam to be simplicity itself: there is but one God, and Muhammad is his Prophet. For all deists, the supposed rationality of Islam was appealing: no priests, no miracles, no mysteries. To this was added other beliefs, such as the absolute tolerance of other religions, in contrast to Christian intolerance.




  Gibbon, like Voltaire, painted Islam in as favorable a light as possible in order to better contrast it to Christianity. He emphasized Muhammad’s humanity as a means of indirectly criticizing the Christian doctrine of the divinity of Christ. Gibbon’s anticlericalism led him to underline Islam’s supposed freedom from that accursed class, the priesthood. His deistic view of Islam as a rational, priest-free religion, with Muhammad as a wise and tolerant lawgiver, enormously influenced the way all Europeans perceived a sister religion for years to come.




  The work that exemplifies the Enlightenment’s openness to the Other, and its universalism and tolerance, is surely Gotthold Lessing’s Nathan the Wise, written in 1778–79. The two themes—“it suffices to be a man” and “be my friend”—run through the play and give it its humanity. Preaching friendship among the three monotheistic religions (Saladin, the great Muslim leader who defeated the Christian Crusaders, is one of the three main characters), Lessing recounts the allegory of the father (God) who gives each of his three sons (representing Islam, Christianity, and Judaism) a ring (representing religion):






   If each of you




  Has had a ring presented by his father,




  Let each believe his own the real ring.




  ’Tis possible the father chose no longer




  To tolerate the one ring’s tyranny;




  And certainly, as he much loved you all,




  And loved you all alike, it could not please him




  By favouring one to be of two the oppressor.




  Let each feel honoured by this free affection.




  Unwarped of prejudice; let each endeavour




  To vie with both his brothers in displaying




  The virtue of his ring; assist its might




  With gentleness, benevolence, forbearance,




  With inward resignation to the godhead36







  One could multiply examples of Said’s quite deliberate omissions: there are the writers sympathetic to the Arabs, Turks, and Islam, such as W. S. Blunt, whose travels in Egypt and Arabia “produced in him a violent reaction against British Imperialism, and the second half of his life was spent in publishing a stream of poems, books and pamphlets championing the nationalist cause in Egypt, India, Arabia and Ireland.”37 Or Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, who wrote, “Sir, these people [the Turks] are not so unpolish’d as we represent them. Tis true their magnificence is of a different taste from ours, and perhaps of a better. I am allmost [sic] of opinion they have a right notion of Life, while they consume it in Music, Gardens, Wine, and delicate eating, while we are tormenting our brains with some Scheme of Politics or studying some Science to which we can never attain.”38 Or Marmaduke Pickthall, who eventually converted to Islam, translated the Koran, wrote novels of Egypt, and edited the journal Islamic Culture. Or E. G. Browne, who wrote the monumental Literary History of Persia (1902–24) and who took up the cause of Iranian nationalism.




  The important thing to emphasize here is the grossly biased nature of Said’s seemingly scholarly selection; one could go through Western literature and find much evidence that contradicts his thesis. Furthermore, such a selection is not of some peripheral figures culled from the margins of Western culture, but the very makers of that culture, central figures such as Montaigne, Bayle, Voltaire, Gibbon, Lessing, and some I have not quoted, such as Montesquieu (The Persian Letters, 1721) and Denis Diderot (Supplément au Voyage de Bougainville, 1772), the latter two exemplifying the European Enlightenment’s appeal to reason, objective truth, and universalist values.




  Most of the time one has the impression that Said is resentful of how thorough and scholarly—in short, scientific and successful—the Orientalists were. He is particularly jealous of their mastery of languages. For example, Said grudgingly admits that Barthélemy d’Herbelot read Arabic, Persian, and Turkish, and then he seems to resent the fact that d’Herbelot arranged his Bibliothèque orientale alphabetically (p. 65)! Said talks of “specific Orientalist techniques—lexicography, grammar, translation, cultural decoding . . .” as though they were instruments of torture, used to violate, subjugate, and dominate the Orient (p. 121). The same resentment is expressed of “regulatory codes, classifications, specimen cases, periodical reviews, dictionaries, grammars, commentaries, editions, translations,” which can only be seen as Said’s hatred of science in general, and Western-generated knowledge in particular (p. 166). Western intellectual energy and curiosity, that is, “activity, judgment, will-to-truth, and knowledge,” is dismissed as “all aggression” (p. 204).




  MISUNDERSTANDING OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION





  The golden thread running through Western civilization is rationalism. As Aristotle said, “Man by nature strives to know.” This striving for knowledge results in science, which is but the application of reason. Intellectual inquisitiveness is one of the hallmarks of Western civilization. As J. M. Roberts put it,






   The massive indifference of some civilisations and their lack of curiosity about other worlds is a vast subject. Why, until very recently, did Islamic scholars show no wish to translate Latin or western European texts into Arabic? Why, when the English poet Dryden could confidently write a play focused on the succession in Delhi after the death of the Mogul emperor Aurungzebe, is it a safe guess that no Indian writer ever thought of a play about the equally dramatic politics of the English seventeenth-century court? It is clear that an explanation of European inquisitiveness and adventurousness must lie deeper than economics, important though they may have been. It was not just greed which made Europeans feel they could go out and take the world. The love of gain is confined to no particular people or culture. It was shared in the fifteenth century by many an Arab, Gujarati or Chinese merchant. Some Europeans wanted more. They wanted to explore.39







  Marxists, Freudians, and anti-imperialists, who crudely reduce all human activities to money, sex, and power, respectively, have difficulties in understanding the very notion of disinterested intellectual inquiry. European man, by nature, strives to know. Science undoubtedly owed some of its impetus to finding ways of changing base metal into gold and to attempts to solve practical problems, but surely science owes as much to the desire to know, to get at the truth. This is the reason philosophers like Karl Popper have called it a spiritual achievement. Hence, the desperate attempts by Said to smear every single Orientalist with the lowest of motives are not only reprehensible but also fail to give due weight to this golden thread running through Western civilization.




  One should also have reminded Said that it was this desire for knowledge on the part of Europeans that led the people of the Near East to recover and discover their own past and their own identity. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, archaeological excavations in Mesopotamia, ancient Syria, ancient Palestine, and Iran were carried out entirely by Europeans and, later, Americans. The disciplines of Egyptology, Assyriology, and Iranology, all of which restored to mankind a large part of its heritage, were the exclusive creations of inquisitive Europeans and Americans—whereas, for doctrinal reasons, Islam deliberately refused to look at its pre-Islamic past, which was considered a period of ignorance.40




  It is worth pointing out that often the motives, desires, and prejudices of a scholar have no bearing upon the scientific worth of a scholar’s contribution. Marxists, for example, dismiss an opponent’s arguments not on any scientific or rational grounds but merely because of the social origins of the scholar concerned. Theodor Nöldeke’s bigotry was well known, and indeed a source of acute embarrassment to his colleagues, but no modern scholar of Islam can ignore his Geschichte des Qorâns. Similarly, Henri Lammens’s hatred for the Prophet Muhammad is notorious, but as Professor F. E. Peters once said, Lammens, who cast doubt on the authenticity of Muslim traditions and the putatively close connection between the Koran and the life of Muhammad, has never been refuted. Conversely, a scholar who manifests sympathy for all aspects of Islam is not necessarily a good scholar. Said, for instance, quotes with approval Norman Daniel. Maxime Rodinson pointed out that Daniel was not an objective historian, but an apologist of Islam: “In this way the anti-colonialist left, whether Christian or not, often goes so far as to sanctify Islam and the contemporary ideologies of the Muslim world. . . . An historian like Norman Daniel has gone so far as to number among the conceptions permeated with medievalism or imperialism, any criticisms of the Prophet’s moral attitudes, and to accuse of like tendencies any exposition of Islam and its characteristics by means of the normal mechanisms of human history. Understanding has given way to apologetics pure and simple.”41




  Rather surprisingly, Said also singles out Louis Massignon for lavish praise for his sympathetic understanding of Islam. Massignon’s scholarship is not in doubt. His biography of Al-Hallaj, for example, is considered a masterpiece. But Massignon also exemplifies the very qualities that Said himself dismisses in others. The Frenchman is responsible for perpetuating the myth of the spiritual East as against the materialist West. Said praises him for “identifying with the ‘vital forces’ informing ‘Eastern culture’” (p. 265), and yet earlier Said informs us that “[t]he Orient was overvalued for its pantheism, its spirituality, its stability, its longevity, its primitivity, and so forth” (p. 150). Massignon also displays other unattractive traits that Said does not mention, namely, his anti-Semitism, in the sense of virulent anti-Jewish sentiments, something Massignon’s biographers acknowledge.42 Finally, Massignon was far from being the paragon of Christian spirituality that he becomes in Said’s eyes, since one of Massignon’s interests in the East was to search its cities for male prostitutes, something he dared not do in the “decadent West”! Mircea Eliade recounts in his Journal, “This evening I dine with Massignon. We talk for several hours. Terribly voluble! He is, besides, obsessed with pederasty; again and again he brings the conversation around to ‘young male prostitutes’ and so on.”43 Massignon was quite ready to exploit the East when it suited him.




  Maxime Rodinson criticized Massignon and others for taking the idea of seeing the Koran on its own terms too far,






   though their perspective represented a necessary reaction against an understanding of a text in terms that were too often foreign to the text, and a tendency to isolate themes from the religious context to which they belong—tendencies which were characteristic of the nineteenth century. However, the historian must occasionally ask himself if the reaction has not gone too far. Some of the methods of this school of thought [Massignon and others] must be a matter of concern to historians. To study the internal logic of a faith and to show respect are very legitimate objectives. The scholar has a perfect right to attempt to re-experience within himself the “fire” and the exigencies of the religious consciousness under study. However, the elements that comprise a coherent system could indeed have derived from a variety of very different sources and might well have played an entirely different role in other systems. Respect for the faith of sincere believers cannot be allowed either to block or deflect the investigation of the historian. The result derived from examining a particular faith on a personal “mental testing bench” ought to be made the object of a very severe critical examination. One must defend the rights of elementary historical methodology.44







  SAID’S ORIENTALISM





  Orientalism reveals at times Said’s contempt for the non-European, negative attitudes toward the Orient, far greater than that of some of the imperialists he constantly condemns. Said speaks of “books and journals in Arabic (and doubtless in Japanese, various Indian dialects and other Oriental languages)” (p. 322). As Bernard Lewis notes, this is indeed contemptuous, with its “assumption that what Indians speak and write are not languages but dialects”; even earlier Said talks of “innumerable Indian dialects” (p. 52), despite the fact that in India there are more than fifteen languages, each of which is spoken by more than 40 million people, and each with a long and rich literary tradition. Where Said the anti-Orientalist taketh away, the Orientalist restoreth, for it was during the British period in India that Sir George A. Grierson carried out Linguistic Survey of India, which resulted in his monumental study of several thousand pages where he identified and studied 179 Indian languages. All later research is indebted to this magnificent work of scholarship, which, for Grierson, was a token of his love for India. What is more, far from being neglected or reviled, as Said would no doubt have liked, this Orientalist classic is still in print in India, eighty years after its publication in 1927. This work illustrates perfectly the fact that much Orientalist research gave back to, for instance, Indians, their own rich and varied heritage of which they themselves were not aware.




  Said also claims that “[n]o Arab, or Islamic scholar can afford to ignore what goes on in scholarly journals, institutes, and universities in the United States and Europe; the converse is not true. For example, there is no major journal of Arab Studies published in the Arab world today” (p. 323). Said simply chooses to ignore such distinguished journals as Majallat al-Ahfad (Omdurman), Alif: Journal of Comparative Poetics (Cairo), Al-Majalla al-‘Arabiya li-l-‘Ulum al-Insaniya (Kuwait), Al-Tawasul al-Lisani (Fez), Review of the Arab Academy (Damascus), al-Abhath (Beirut), Review of Maghribi History (Tunis), and the bulletins of the faculties of arts and of social sciences of Cairo, Alexandria, and Baghdad, to name a few. And why would the fact that no Arab could afford to ignore what goes on in scholarly journals in the West be bad? And does it not contradict Said’s thesis that all Orientalist research was worthless? If it were worthless, why keep up with the work published in these journals?




  SAID, SEX, AND PSYCHOANALYSIS





  If Said can be said to have a bête noire, it must surely be Bernard Lewis. In a review of Lewis’s book What Went Wrong? in Harper’s,45 Said gave vent to his loathing for Lewis, who is characterized as repetitious, having a veneer of English sophistication, his book unrelieved rubbish, an intellectual and moral disaster, the terribly faded rasp of a pretentious academic voice: “One can almost hear him [Lewis] saying over a gin and tonic, ‘You know, old chap, those wogs never really got it right, did they?’” Then there is Said’s ultimate argument against Lewis: “His jowly presence seems to delight his interlocutors and editors”!




  What strikes one most is Said’s sentence accusing Lewis of persisting “in such ‘philological’ tricks as deriving an aspect of the predilection in contemporary Arab Islam for revolutionary violence from Bedouin descriptions of a camel rising.” Said, twenty-five years on, still has not forgotten his battle with Lewis on the issue of a camel rising, to which I will now turn. In Orientalism, Said quotes from Lewis’s essay “Islamic Concepts of Revolution”:






   In the Arabic-speaking countries a different word was used for [revolution] thawra. The root th-w-r in Classical Arabic meant to rise up (e.g. of a camel), to be stirred or excited, and hence, especially in Maghribi usage, to rebel. It is often used in the context of establishing a petty, independent sovereignty; thus, for example, the so-called party kings who ruled in eleventh century Spain after the break-up of the Caliphate of Cordova are called thuwwar (sing. tha’ir). The noun thawra at first means excitement, as in the phrase, cited in the Sihah, a standard medieval Arabic dictionary, intazir hatta taskun hadhihi ’lthawra, wait till this excitement dies down—very apt recommendation. The verb is used by al-Iji, in the form of thawaran or itharat fitna, stirring up sedition, as one of the dangers which should discourage a man from practising the duty of resistance to bad government. Thawra is the term used by Arabic writers in the nineteenth century for the French Revolution, and by their successors for the approved revolutions, domestic and foreign, of our own time.46







  Among Said’s conclusions was that






   Lewis’s association of thawra with a camel rising and generally with excitement (and not with a struggle on behalf of values) hints much more broadly than is usual for him that the Arab is scarcely more than a neurotic sexual being. Each of the words or phrases he uses to describe revolution is tinged with sexuality: stirred, excited, rising up. But for the most part it is a “bad” sexuality he ascribes to the Arab. In the end, since Arabs are really not equipped for serious action, their sexual excitement is no more noble than a camel’s rising up. Instead of revolution there is sedition, setting up a petty sovereignty, and more excitement, which is as much as saying that instead of copulation the Arab can only achieve foreplay, masturbation, coitus interruptus. These, I think, are Lewis’s implications. (pp. 315–16)







  Can any rational person have drawn any conclusion that even remotely resembled that of Edward Said’s from Lewis’s scholarly discussion of Classical Arabic etymology? Were one to indulge in some prurient psycho-biography, one might be tempted to ask, “What guilty sexual anguish is Said trying to cover up? Just what did they do to him at his Cairo English prep school?” Lewis’s concise and elegant reply to Said’s conclusions is to quote the Duke of Wellington: “If you believe that, you can believe anything.”




  In Orientalism, Said seems to be obssessed with sexual imagery. He finds D. G. Hogarth’s account of the exploration of Arabia “aptly titled The Penetration of Arabia (1904)” (p. 224). And yet, Said himself wrote, “[Sir Richard Burton] was able to penetrate to the heart of Islam and disguised as an Indian Muslim doctor accomplish the pilgrimage to Mecca” (p. 195); and also, “For Lamartine a pilgrimage to the Orient has involved not only the penetration of the Orient by an imperious consciousness” (p. 179). Or again, “The point here is that the space of weaker or underdeveloped regions like the Orient was viewed as something inviting French interest, penetration, insemination—in short, colonization. . . . French scholars, administrators, geographers, and commercial agents poured out their exuberant activity onto the fairly supine, feminine Orient” (pp. 219–20). And yet again, “Before Napoleon only two efforts (both by scholars) had been made to invade the Orient by stripping it of its veils” (p. 76). Just what did they do to Said at prep school?




  ORIENTALISTS’ COMPLICITY IN IMPERIALISM





  One of Said’s major theses is that Orientalism was not a disinterested, scholarly activity but a political one, with Orientalists preparing the ground for and colluding with imperialists: “To say simply that Orientalism was a rationalization of colonial rule is to ignore the extent to which colonial rule was justified in advance by Orientalism, rather than after the fact” (p. 39). The Orientalist provides the knowledge that keeps the Oriental under control: “Once again, knowledge of subject races or Orientals is what makes their management easy and profitable; knowledge gives power, more power requires more knowledge, and so on in an increasingly profitable dialectic of information and control” (p. 36).




  This is combined with Said’s thesis, derived from the Coptic socialist thinker Anwar Abdel Malek, that the Orient is always seen by the Orientalists as unchanging, uniform, and peculiar (p. 98), with Orientals reduced to racist stereotypes and seen as ahistorical “objects” of study “stamped with an otherness . . . of an essentialist character” (p. 97, quoting Malek). The Orientalists have provided a false picture of Islam: “Islam has been fundamentally misrepresented in the West” (p. 272). Said adds Foucault to the heady mix; the French guru convinced Said that Orientalist scholarship took place within the ideological framework he called “discourse” and that “the real issue is whether indeed there can be a true representation of anything, or whether any and all representations, because they are representations, are embedded first in the language and then in the culture, institutions, and political ambience of the representer. If the latter alternative is the correct one (as I believe it is), then we must be prepared to accept the fact that a representation is eo ipso implicated, intertwined, embedded, interwoven with a great many other things besides the ‘truth,’ which is itself a representation” (p. 272).




  It takes little thought to see that there is a contradiction in Said’s major thesis.47 If Orientalists have produced a false picture of the Orient, Orientals, Islam, Arabs, and Arabic society—and, in any case, for Said there is no such thing as “the truth”—then how could this false or pseudoknowledge have helped European imperialists to dominate three-quarters of the globe? “Information and control,” wrote Said, but what of “false information and control”?




  To argue his case, Said very conveniently leaves out the important contributions of German Orientalists, for their inclusion would destroy—and their exclusion does indeed totally destroy—the central thesis of Orientalism, that all Orientalists produced knowledge that generated power, and that they colluded and helped imperialists found empires. As we shall see, German Orientalists were the greatest of all scholars of the Orient, but, of course, Germany was never an imperial power in any of the Oriental countries of North Africa or the Middle East. Lewis wrote, “[A]t no time before or after the imperial age did [the British and French] contribution, in range, depth, or standard, match the achievement of the great centers of Oriental studies in Germany and neighbouring countries. Indeed, any history or theory of Arabic studies in Europe without the Germans makes as much sense as would a history or theory of European music or philosophy with the same omission.”48 Would it have made sense for German Orientalists to produce work that could help only England or France in their empire building?




  Those omitted are not peripheral figures but the actual creators of the field of Middle Eastern, Islamic, and Arabic studies: scholars of the standing of Paul Kahle, Georg Kampffmeyer, Rudolf Geyer, F. Giese, Jacob Barth, August Fischer, Emil Gratzl, Hubert Grimme, Friedrich Schulthess, Friedrich Schwally, Anton Baumstark, Gotthelf Bergsträsser; others not discussed include G. Wustenfeld, Alfred Von Kremer, J. Horovitz, A. Sprenger, and Karl Vollers. Though Theodor Nöldeke, Johann Fück, G. Weil, Carl Heinrich Becker, E. Sachau, and Carl Brock-elmann are mentioned, their work and significance are not discussed in any detail; Nöldeke, whose Geschichte des Qorâns (1860) was to become the foundation of all later Koranic studies, is considered one of the pioneers, along with Goldziher, of Islamic studies in the West.




  But German scholars are not the only ones omitted. Russians (e.g., E. A. Belayev, S. P. Tolstov), Italians (e.g., Leone Caetani), and many Jewish scholars who studied Islam with sympathy, considering it a sister religion (e.g., Abraham Geiger, Paul Kraus), do not rate a mention.




  To argue that the French and British Orientalists somehow prepared the ground for the imperialists is to seriously distort history. The first chair of Arabic in France was founded in 1538 at the Collège de France, and yet the first French venture into an Arab country was Napoleon’s in 1798. In England, the first chair of Arabic was founded in 1633 at Cambridge, and yet the first British incursion into Arab territory was not until the nineteenth century. Where is the complicity between Orientalists and imperialists here? When the first two chairs of Arabic were founded in the West, it was the Muslims who dominated the Mediterranean, while the Balkans were under Turkish rule and the Turkish Siege of Vienna was still to come.49




  Said quotes at length speeches and essays by such British statesmen as Lord Cromer, Arthur Balfour, and Lord Curzon that mention the work of some Orientalists. But, as Windschuttle points out, “[T]hese quotations come from works written between 1908 and 1912, that is, more than twenty-five years after the peak of Britain’s imperial expansion. Rather than expressing the aims and objectives of potential imperial conquests, these speeches are ex post facto justifications, sanctioned by hindsight.”50 Said quotes Curzon as saying, “[O]ur familiarity, not merely with the languages of the people of the East but with their customs, their feelings, their traditions, their history and religion . . . is the sole basis upon which we are likely to be able to maintain in the future the position we have won” (p. 214).




  But here Curzon is speaking to the House of Lords in 1909 to support the funding of a new London school of Oriental studies, and, unsurprisingly, “was painting its prospects in the best light he could.”51




  SILVESTRE DE SACY, ERNEST RENAN, AND IGNAZ GOLDZIHER





  Lawrence Conrad, in a remarkable book edited by Martin Kramer,52 has shown with his usual superb scholarship, clarity, and analytical brilliance how Said’s account is not just flawed but fundamentally wrong:






   [I]t is difficult to credit the curious linearity that Said postulates for the development of orientalism from Silvestre de Sacy. As is amply attested by the vast oriental collections of such centers of orientalist learning as Leiden and Berlin, where there were no imperial considerations to stimulate interest in the Orient, or at least (in the case of the Netherlands) not in the Middle East, it is a gross error to characterize European orientalist scholarship as dependent upon “imperial Britain and France” for access to texts. The orientalist tradition in the Netherlands and Germany was already well-established by the eighteenth century. In Leiden the decisive impetus (if one is to think in terms of contributions of individuals) had been provided by Jacob Golius (1596–1667), and the treasures of the Warnerian Library provided materials for study by an expanding circle of scholars; in Germany a founding father figure may be identified at Leipzig in Johann Jacob Reiske (1716–74), who had been trained at Leiden.53







  As Conrad points out in a footnote, “The Islamic holdings at the Leiden University Library roughly equal those of the British Library (ca. 23,000), and those of the Deutsche Staatsbibliothek in Berlin and the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris are again about the same (ca. 12,000).”54




  Said first exaggerates de Sacy’s influence on Ernest Renan, and then compounds his error by further overestimating both of their importance in the history of Orientalism. Renan himself felt he was continuing the work of Bopp, and only makes “a few passing references to Silvestre de Sacy and assigns him no particular importance for his own intellectual or professional development.” Renan had little esteem for de Sacy’s kind of scholarship, compiling, editing, and translating.55 As Conrad concludes, “All this speaks decisively against Said’s claim [p. 177] that orientalists after Silvestre de Sacy simply copied and rewrote him.”56 The reception of Renan’s Langues sémitiques in the nineteenth century also demonstrates decisively against Said’s essentialist argument that Orientalism became a static system of ideas that did not generate any new ways of conceptualizing the subject of its study and analysis.57 Or, as Said himself put it, after Silvestre de Sacy and Renan, “[all that] German Oriental scholarship did was to refine and elaborate techniques whose application was to texts, myths, ideas, and languages almost literally gathered from the Orient by imperial Britain and France” (p. 19).




  But Renan’s theories were attacked by Semiticists, philologists, and Orientalists in general.58 Scholarly criticism of Orientalist scholarship is going on all the time; academic integrity demands constant criticism of the research and results of colleagues, individual scholars, or whole groups of scholars, ensuring that their discipline is not a static archive of knowledge, never to be disturbed.59




  One of the most searching critiques of Renan was provided by Ignaz Goldziher, who, as early as 1889, was recognized as the founder of a new field of scholarship—Arabic and Islamic studies. Goldziher, the most important Orientalist of all, is dismissed by Said in three lines, though Henry Kissinger merits three pages in Orientalism.




  It is impossible to overestimate the influence of Goldziher, and the new paths he opened up in the study of Islam, Islamic history, Islamic theology, the study of hadith, and so on. As Conrad says, Goldziher’s Muhammedanische Studien (1888–89) “encompassed the entire vast range of Arab-Islamic literary culture—historical texts, poetry, adab, proverb collections, Koranic exegesis, doctrinal works, fiqh, hadith, biographical dictionaries, and so forth—and from them laid out an incredibly rich vista of historical experience that not only had not been known before, but even had not been sought. It would be no exaggeration to say that Goldziher’s colleagues were stunned by his work.”60




  Goldziher was not influenced by Silvestre de Sacy, or by Renan or French Orientalism, but rather by Abraham Geiger of the Jewish Enlightenment, the Tübingen school led by Ferdinand Christian Bauer, and by Moses Mendelssohn and Immanuel Kant. Here is Conrad’s summary of Goldziher’s criticism of Renan:






   [Renan’s research on matters “Semitic”] systematically demeaned and deprecated the object of its study, robbed it of historical worth, defined it almost wholly in terms of negative attributes, denied its relevance as anything more than an artifact, and even then insisted that it be judged against the standard of values and norms of another people and another time a priori privileged and protected from the same harsh scrutiny directed at other peoples. Renaniana was a slippery sphere: one could hold it or drop it, but not work with it. Having demonstrated, along with other scholars, how flawed it was in both conception and execution, Goldziher wisely decided to drop it and urged others to do the same.61







  Goldziher was to remain an objective but always sympathetic observer of the Islamic world.62 He constantly criticized Westernization and Western influence in the Near East. He particularly despised Christian missionaries and had no sympathy for Zionism. Goldziher subscribed to the Enlightenment values, and felt that his insights into Islam were equally relevant to Jews since his conclusions about a kindred faith had a universal dimension to them. His spiritual empathy for Islam and Muslims resulted in this extraordinary conclusion: “I became inwardly convinced that I myself was a Muslim. [In Cairo, i]n the midst of the thousands of the pious, I rubbed my forehead against the floor of the mosque. Never in my life was I more devout, more truly devout, than on that exalted Friday.”63 Does this sound like Said’s Orientalist? Is this why the most important Orientalist of all was given only three lines?




  Since Said spends more time on Renan than other Orientalists despite the fact that Renan is not as important a figure as Said imagines, it is worth pointing out that Renan himself also changed his views. Those who would see Renan as a racist would do well to read his celebrated lecture of 1882, “Qu’est-ce qu’une nation?” where he implicitly repudiates his earlier views on racial inequality put forward in the Dialogues; and he explicitly rejects the attempt to rest the concept of nationhood on race, language, economics, geography, and religion. Shmuel Almog has also argued that Renan was not consciously anti-Semitic, and points to Renan’s explicit denunciation of anti-Semitism, his protest against the Tisza-Eszlar blood libel in 1882, his efforts with Victor Hugo to organize relief committees for the Jews of Russia, and so on.64




  Basing himself on Muslim sources, Renan drew an exceedingly favorable portrait of the Prophet,65 while recognizing his moral failings. “On the whole, Muhammad seems to us like a gentle man, sensitive, faithful, free from rancour and hatred. His affections were sincere, his character in general was inclined to kindness. . . . Neither ambition nor religious rapture had dried up the personal feelings in him. Not at all akin to this ambitious, heartless and machiavellian fanatic [depicted by Voltaire in his drama Mahomet].” Renan is at pains to defend Muhammad from possible criticisms: “As to the features of the life of Muhammad which, to our eyes, would be unpardonable blots on his morality, it would be unjust to criticize them too harshly. . . . It would also be unjust to judge severely and with our own considered ideas, the acts of Muhammad, which in our days would be called swindles.” The Prophet was no imposter: “It would be to totally lack a historical sense to suppose that a revolution as profound as Islam could be accomplished merely by some clever scheming, and Muhammad is no more explicable by imposture and trickery than by illuminism and religious fervour.” Being a religious humanist, Renan valued Islam and religion in general, “because it manifested what was divine in human nature”66 and seemed to answer the deepest instincts of human nature, and in particular it answered the needs of seventh-century Arabia, an idea taken up in modern times by William Montgomery Watt.




  Second, Renan concludes his essay with the following observation:






   It is superfluous to add that if ever a reformist movement manifests itself in Islam, Europe should only participate in it by the influence of a most general kind. It would be ungracious of her to wish to settle the faith of others. All the while actively pursuing the propagation of her dogma which is civilisation, she ought to leave to the peoples themselves the infinitely delicate task of adjusting their own religious traditions to their new needs; and to respect that most inalienable right of nations as much as of individuals, the right to preside oneself, in the most perfect freedom, over the revolutions of one’s conscience.67







  These are hardly the words of a cultural imperialist. Nor does Renan believe that Islam is unchanging or essentially incapable of changing:






   Symptoms of a more serious nature are appearing, I know, in Egypt and Turkey. There contact with European science and customs has produced freethought sometimes scarcely disguised. Sincere believers who are aware of the danger do not hide their disquiet, and denounce the books of European science as containing deadly errors, and subversive of all religious faith. I nevertheless persist in believing that if the East can surmount its apathy and go beyond the limits that up to now it was unable to as far as rational speculation was concerned, Islam will not pose a serious obstacle to the progress of the modern mind. The lack of theological centralisation has always left a certain degree of religious liberty to Muslim nations.68







  ORIENTALISTS FIGHT BACK





  For a number of years now, Islamologists have been aware of the disastrous effect of Said’s Orientalism on their discipline. Professor Herbert Berg has complained that the latter’s influence has resulted in “a fear of asking and answering potentially embarrassing questions—ones which might upset Muslim sensibilities.”69




  Professor Montgomery Watt, one of the most respected Western Islamologists of the last fifty years, takes Said to task for asserting that Sir Hamilton Gibb was wrong in saying that the master science of Islam was law and not theology. This, says Watt, “shows Said’s ignorance of Islam.” But Watt rather unfairly adds, “since he is from a Christian Arab background.”70 Said is indeed ignorant of Islam, but surely not because he is a Christian, since Watt and Gibb themselves were devout Christians. Watt also decries Said’s tendency to ascribe dubious motives to various writers, scholars, and statemen such as Gibb and Lane, with Said committing doctrinal blunders such as not realizing that non-Muslims could not marry Muslim women.71




  R. Stephen Humphreys found Said’s book important in some ways because it showed how some Orientalists were indeed “trapped within a vision that portrayed Islam and the Middle East as in some way essentially different from ‘the West.’” Nonetheless, “Edward Said’s analysis of Orientalism is overdrawn and misleading in many ways, and purely as [a] piece of intellectual history, Orientalism is a seriously flawed book.” Even more damning, Said’s book actually discouraged, argues Humphreys, the very idea of modernization of Middle Eastern societies. “In an ironic way, it also emboldened the Islamic activists and militants who were then just beginning to enter the political arena. These could use Said to attack their opponents in the Middle East as slavish ‘Westernists,’ who were out of touch with the authentic culture and values of their own countries. Said’s book has had less impact on the study of medieval Islamic history—partly because medievalists know how distorted his account of classical Western Orientalism really is.”72




  Even scholars praised by Said in Orientalism do not particularly like his analysis, arguments, or conclusions. Maxime Rodinson judged that “as usual, [Said’s] militant stand leads him repeatedly to make excessive statements,” due, no doubt, to the fact that Said was “inadequately versed in the practical work of the Orientalists.”73 Rodinson also calls Said’s polemic and style “Stalinist,”74 while P. J. Vatikiotis wrote, “Said introduced McCarthyism into Middle Eastern Studies.”75 Jacques Berque, also praised by Said, wrote that the latter had “done quite a disservice to his countrymen in allowing them to believe in a Western intelligence coalition against them.”76




  For the English historian of India Clive Dewey, Said’s book “was, technically, so bad; in every respect, in its use of sources, in its deductions, it lacked rigour and balance. The outcome was a caricature of Western knowledge of the Orient, driven by an overtly political agenda. Yet it clearly touched a deep vein of vulgar prejudice running through American academe.”77




  The most famous modern scholar who not only replied to but who also mopped the floor with Said was, of course, Bernard Lewis. Lewis points to many serious errors of history, interpretation, analysis, and omission. He has never been answered, let alone refuted.




  Lewis points out that even among British and French scholars on whom Said concentrates, he does not mention at all Claude Cahen, Evariste Lévi-Provençal, Henri Corbin, Marius Canard, Charles Pellat, William and George Marçais, or William Wright; only mentioned in passing, usually in a long list of names, are scholars like R. A. Nicholson, Guy Le Strange, Sir Thomas Arnold, and E. G. Browne: “Even for those whom he does cite, Mr. Said makes a remarkably arbitrary choice of works. His common practice indeed is to omit their major contributions to scholarship and instead fasten on minor or occasional writings.” Said even fabricates lies about eminent scholars: “Thus in speaking of the late-eighteenth early-nineteenth-century French Orientalist Silvestre de Sacy, Mr. Said remarks that ‘he ransacked the Oriental archives. . . . What texts he isolated, he then brought back; he doctored them. . . . [p. 127] If these words bear any meaning at all it is that Sacy was somehow at fault in his access to these documents and then committed the crime of tampering with them. This outrageous libel on a great scholar is without a shred of truth.”78




  Another false accusation that Said flings out is that Orientalists never properly discussed the Orient’s economic activities until Rodinson’s Islam and Capitalism (1966). This shows Said’s total ignorance of the works of Adam Mez, J. H. Kramers, W. Björkman, V. Barthold, and Thomas Arnold, all of whom dealt with the economic activities of Muslims. As Rodinson himself points out elsewhere, one of the three scholars who was a pioneer in this very field was Bernard Lewis.79




  Said writes of Islamic Orientalism being cut off from developments in other fields in the humanities, particularly the economic and the social (p. 261). But this again only reveals Said’s ignorance of the works of real Orientalists rather than those of his imagination. As Rodinson writes, the sociology of Islam is an ancient subject, citing the work of R. Lévy. Rodinson then points out that Émile Durkheim’s celebrated journal L’Année sociologique listed for every year, starting from the first decades of the twentieth century, a certain number of works on Islam.80




  NEGATIVE ARAB AND ASIAN REACTION TO SAID’S ORIENTALISM





  It must have been particularly galling for Said to see the hostile reviews of his Orientalism written by Arab, Iranian, and Asian intellectuals, some of whom he admired and singled out for praise in many of his works. For example, Nikki Keddie, praised in Covering Islam, talked of the disastrous influence of Orientalism, even though she admired parts of it:






   I think that there has been a tendency in the Middle East field to adopt the word “orientalism” as a generalized swear-word essentially referring to people who take the “wrong” position on the Arab-Israeli dispute or to people who are judged too “conservative.” It has nothing to do with whether they are good or not good in their disciplines. So “orientalism” for many people is a word that substitutes for thought and enables people to dismiss certain scholars and their works. I think that is too bad. It may not have been what Edward Said meant at all, but the term has become a kind of slogan.81







  Keddie noted that the book “could also be used in a dangerous way because it can encourage people to say, ‘You Westerners, you can’t do our history right, you can’t study it right, you really shouldn’t be studying it, we are the only ones who can study our own history properly.’”82




  Albert Hourani, much admired by Said, made a similar point: “I think all this talk after Edward’s book also has a certain danger. There is a certain counterattack of Muslims, who say nobody understands Islam except themselves.”83




  Hourani went further in his criticism of Said’s Orientalism: “Orientalism has now become a dirty word. Nevertheless it should be used for a perfectly respected discipline. . . . I think [Said] carries it too far when he says that the orientalists delivered the Orient bound to the imperial powers. . . . Edward totally ignores the German tradition and philosophy of history which was the central tradition of the orientalists. . . . I think Edward’s other books are admirable.”84 Sim ilarly, Aijaz Ahmed thought Orientalism was a “deeply flawed book,” and would be forgotten when the dust settled, whereas he thought Said’s books on Palestine would be remembered.85




  Kanan Makiya, the eminent Iraqi scholar, chronicled Said’s disastrous influence, particularly in the Arab world:






   Orientalism as an intellectual project influenced a whole generation of young Arab scholars, and it shaped the discipline of modern Middle East studies in the 1980s. The original book was never intended as a critique of contemporary Arab politics, yet it fed into a deeply rooted populist politics of resentment against the West. The distortions it analyzed came from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but these were marshalled by young Arab and “pro-Arab” scholars into an intellectual-political agenda that was out of kilter with the real needs of Arabs who were living in a world characterized by rapidly escalating cruelty, not ever-increasing imperial domination. The trajectory from Said’s Orientalism to his Covering Islam . . . is premised on the morally wrong idea that the West is to be blamed in the here-and-now for its long nefarious history of association with the Middle East. Thus it unwittingly deflected from the real problems of the Middle East at the same time as it contributed more bitterness to the armory of young impressionable Arabs when there was already far too much of that around.86







  Orientalism, continues Makiya, “makes Arabs feel contented with the way they are, instead of making them rethink fundamental assumptions which so clearly haven’t worked. . . . They desperately need to unlearn ideas such as that ‘every European’ in what he or she has to say about the world is or was a ‘racist.’ . . . The ironical fact is that the book was given the attention it received in the ‘almost totally ethnocentric’ West largely because its author was a Palestinian.”87




  Though he finds much to admire in Said’s Orientalism, the Syrian philosopher Sadiq al-‘Azm finds that “the stylist and polemicist in Edward Said very often runs away with the systematic thinker.”88 Al-‘Azm also finds Said guilty of the very essentialism that Said ostensibly sets out to criticize, perpetuating the distinction between East and West. Said further renders a great disservice to those who wish to examine the difficult question of how one can study other cultures from a libertarian perspective. Al-‘Azm recognizes Said’s antiscientific bent and defends certain Orientalist theses from Said’s criticism; for example, al-‘Azm says:






   I cannot agree with Said that their “Orientalist mentality” blinded them to the realities of Muslim societies and definitively distorted their views of the East in general. For instance: isn’t it true, on the whole, that the inhabitants of Damascus and Cairo today feel the presence of the transcendental in their lives more palpably and more actively than Parisians and Londoners? Isn’t it true that religion means everything to the contemporary Moroccan, Algerian and Iranian peasant in a manner it cannot mean for the American farmer or the member of a Russian kolkhoz? And isn’t it a fact that the belief in the laws of nature is more deeply rooted in the minds of university students in Moscow and New York than among the students of al-Azhar and of Tehran University.89







  Al-‘Azm also criticizes Said’s accounts of Karl Marx and his contradictory appraisal of Louis Massignon. What Said finds insufferable is the nineteenth-century European’s feeling of superiority, but Sadiq al-‘Azm says that indeed, “nineteenth-century Europe was superior to Asia and much of the rest of the world in terms of productive capacities, social organisation, historical ascendancy, military might, and scientific and technological development.”90




  Nadim al-Bitar, a Lebanese Muslim, finds Said’s generalizations about all Orientalists hard to accept, and is very skeptical about Said having read more than a handful of Orientalist works. Al-Bitar also accuses Said of essentialism: “[Said] does to [Western] Orientalism what he accuses the latter of doing to the Orient. He dichotomizes it and essentializes it. East is East and West is West and each has its own intrinsic and permanent nature.”91 Al-Saghir, an Iraqi scholar, also takes Said to task for dismissing all Orientalists a priori. For example, al-Saghir looks at Orientalist works on the Koran, and finds them, on the whole, very valuable, “carefully researched and intellectually honest”; their “overall characteristic is purely scholarly.”92




  The most pernicious legacy of Said’s Orientalism is its implicit support for religious fundamentalism, and on its insistence that “all the ills [of the Arab world] emanate from Orientalism and have nothing to do with the socio-economic, political and ideological makeup of the Arab lands or with the cultural historical backwardness which stands behind it.”93




  Thus ironically, Said, a Christian agnostic, becomes a de facto apologist and protector of Islam, the least Christian religion and certainly the religion least given to self-doubt. Despite his claims that he does not know anything about Islam, and despite the fact that he has never written a single scholarly work devoted to Islam, Said has always assumed the role in the West of an Islamic expert and has never flinched from telling us in unscholarly journalistic articles what the real Islam is. One’s reaction is “stop telling us what Islam is, let us Muslims do that, stop talking for the Muslims.” Said is a secularist defending Islam, so one wonders how he will be able to argue for a nontheocratic state once Palestine becomes a reality—in a theocratic Islamic Palestine, he would be put in his dhimmi place. If Islam is such a wonderful religion, why does he not convert to it, and why does he not accept it as the basis for any new constitution? At some stage, Said will have to do what he has been avoiding all his adult life—criticize Islam, or at least indirectly the idea of a theocracy.




  Said has much to answer for. Orientalism, despite its systematic distortions and its limited value as intellectual history, has left Western scholars in fear of asking questions—in other words, it has inhibited their research. Said’s work, with its strident anti-Westernism, it has made the goal of modernization of Middle Eastern societies that much more difficult. His work, wherein all the ills of Middle Eastern societies are blamed on the wicked West, has rendered much-needed self-criticism by Muslims, Arab and non-Arab alike, nearly impossible. His work has encouraged Islamic fundamentalists, whose impact on world affairs needs no underlining.











  PART 2




  THE THREE GOLDEN THREADS AND THE MISAPPREHENSIONS OF EDWARD SAID
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  THREE TUTELARY GUIDING LIGHTS




  PREAMBLE




  A visit to the Ontario Science Center in Toronto on New Year’s Day 2006 was for me a sobering experience. Tucked away in the section titled “Truth” were many untruthful though undoubtedly politically correct statements denigrating Western civilization. In an effort to be fair, one exhibit gave way to unbridled relativism: “Modern Western science puts the Sun at the centre of the solar system. But other points of view are not necessarily wrong or primitive.” And yet the same section, without a hint of irony, was proclaiming how “Eurocentric” or “intolerant” the West was! This science museum, which was implicitly a veritable hymn to the achievements of Western thought and ideas, went out of its way to selectively criticize some Western thinkers for “racism,” or, as F. R. Leavis and D. H. Lawrence might both have said, “to do dirt on Western life.”




  But the museum exemplified the defining values of the Occident, or what are the tutelary guiding lights of, or the three golden threads running through, Western civilization—namely, rationalism, universalism, and self-criticism. One could perhaps argue that universalism and self-criticism were the logical outcomes of rationalism, but I think it more useful to view them as separate but interconnected sets of beliefs and principles. Second, Western civilization can, and has been, characterized in several other ways.1 I think many of the suggested distinguishing characteristics of the West, such as the separation of spiritual and temporal authority, can be said to derive from one or more of the three golden threads. Thus, in the latter case of the separation of church and state, as Marsilius of Padua argued, “It is the state and not the church that guarantees the civil peace, and reason, not revelation, to which appeal must be made in all matters of temporal jurisdiction.”2 Politics involves willing and free participation, discussion: in short, rationalism, dissent, the right to change one’s mind, and the right to oppose and disagree—that is, self-criticism—without recourse or appeal to divine commands or holy scriptures. Similarly, another defining feature, the rule of law, the thought that law is central to civilized existence and its continuation, was derived largely from the Romans. Not only is lawmaking a supremely human and rational activity, but Roman law was also conceived as possessing a universal jurisdiction.




  
RATIONALISM: TRUTH, OBJECTIVE KNOWLEDGE, KNOWLEDGE FOR THE SAKE OF KNOWLEDGE







   I would rather discover one cause than gain the kingdom of Persia.




   —Democritus




  Considerate la vostra semenza




  fatti non foste a viver come bruti




  ma per seguir virtute e canoscenza.




  Take thought of the seed from which you spring




  You were not born to live as brutes,




  But to follow virtue and knowledge




  —Dante (1265–1321), The Divine Comedy, Inferno Canto 26, line 118




  A Clerk ther was of Oxenford also,




  That unto logik hadde long y-go.




  As lene was his hors as is a rake,




  And he nas nat right fat, I undertake,




  But loked holwe, and therto soberly.




  Ful thredbar was his overest courtepy




  For he hadde geten him yet no benefyce,




  Ne was so worldly for to have offyce.




  For him was lever have at his beddes heed




  Twenty bokes, clad in blak or reed,




  Of Aristotle and his philosophye,




  Than robes riche, or fithele, gay sautrye.




  But al be that he was a philosophre,




  Yet hadde he but litel gold in cofre;




  But al that he mighte of his freendes hente,




  On bokes and on lerninge he it spente,




  And bisily gan for the soules preye




  Of hem that yaf him wherwith ro scoleye.




  Of studie took he most cure and most hede.




  Noght o word spak he more than was nede,




  And that was seyd in forme and reverence,




  And short and quil, and ful of hy sentence.




  Souninge in moral vertu was his speche,




  And gladly wolde he lerne, and gladly teche.




  —Geoffrey Chaucer (c.1340–1400), The Prologue, Canterbury Tales




  Now, and for us, it is a time to Hellenise, and to praise knowing . . .




  —Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy




  [Consider] the simple truth asserted by Aristotle: “all men possess by nature a craving for knowledge.” This is no rare endowment scattered sparingly from heaven that falls on a few heads and passes others by: curiosity, the desire to know things as they are, is a craving no less native to the being of man, no less universal through mankind, than the craving for food and drink. . . . The desire of knowledge does not need, nor could it possibly possess, any higher or more authentic sanction than the happiness which attends its gratification. . . .




  [P]eople think that the hunger and thirst for knowledge can be neglected with impunity. And yet, though the man does not die altogether, part of him dies, part of him starves to death: as Plato says, he never attains completeness and health, but walks lame to the end of his life and returns imperfect and good for nothing to the world below.




  But the desire of knowledge, stifle it though you may, is none the less originally born with every man: and nature does not implant desires in us for nothing, nor endow us with faculties in vain. “Sure,” says Hamlet,




  Sure, He that made us with such large discourse




  Looking before and after, gave us not




  That capability and godlike reason




  To fust in us unused.




  The faculty of learning is ours that we many find in its exercise that delight which arises from the unimpeded activity of any energy in the groove nature meant it to run in. Let a man acquire knowledge not for this or that external and incidental good which may chance to result from it, but for itself; not because it is useful or ornamental, but because it is knowledge, and therefore good for man to acquire.




  —A. E. Housman, Introductory Lecture, 1892







  Science, according to Aristotle, is the quintessentially rational human activity. Aristotle said, “[A]ll men by nature desire to know. . . . [T]he human race lives also by art and reasonings.”3 Aristotle, who had one of the most curious, in the sense of inquiring, minds of anyone who has ever lived, sees science as the natural development of intellectual curiosity that has been submitted to critical thought. Science and critical thinking are something else for which we are beholden to the Ionian Enlightenment, to the Greeks. The Greeks, unlike their Near Eastern neighbors to whom they acknowledged their intellectual, artistic, and religious debts,4 were able to view knowledge more abstractly, more theoretically, and more generally. The Greeks, on the whole and more so than the peoples’ other contemporary civilizations, sought natural rather than supernatural explanations for observable phenomena, whether in nature or human history. But also implicit in Aristotle’s famous observation is another characteristic of intellectual life and scientific curiosity, a singularity of Western civilization and many of its institutions, a desire for knowledge for its own sake, not for purposes of sacrifice, ritual, and propitiation, haruspication or divination. Alcmaeon of Croton wrote, “Man differs from other [creatures] in that he alone understands.”5 Bruce Thornton sums up this saving grace of the Greeks in the following way: “Observing and learning are pleasurable because they express and fulfill a core aspect of our humanity. Anaxagoras when asked why a man should prefer being born to nonexistence, answered ‘For the sake of viewing the heavens and the whole order of the universe.’”6 Human life has value because of our ability to learn about and appreciate our surroundings. So Aristotle defended his interest in lowly animals by saying, “If some [animals] have no graces to charm the sense, yet nature, which fashioned them, gives amazing pleasure in their study to all who can trace links of causation, and are inclined to philosophy. . . . Each and all will reveal to us something natural and something beautiful.”7 And again, Aristotle: “Learning, then, is the most valuable activity for a human. The fifth-century philosopher Democritus claimed that he ‘would rather discover one cause than gain the kingdom of Persia.’”8




  Here is Aristotle as preserved by Iamblichus: “To seek from all knowledge a result other than itself and to demand that it must be useful is the act of one completely ignorant of the distance that from the start separates good things from necessary things; for they differ completely. For the things that are loved for the sake of something else and without which life is impossible must be called necessities and joint-causes; but those that are loved for themselves, even if nothing else follows from them, must be called goods in the strict sense; for this is not desirable for the sake of that, and that for the sake of something else, and so ad infinitum—there is a stop somewhere.”9




  We may take Cicero’s remarks in On Duties as representative of an educated Roman’s similar attitude toward knowledge. Man is a rational creature, and by virtue of his rationality, man seeks knowledge. “Inquiry into and searching for truth are primary characteristics of mankind. So when we are free from business obligations and other preoccupations, we become eager to see something new, to hear and learn something; we begin to think that knowledge about the mysteries and wonders of the world is necessary to a happy life.”10




  At least in the West, this idea has obstinately kept its ground from age to age, in the words of Cardinal Newman. Newman, in his classic The Idea of a University, devotes an entire chapter to defending the idea of knowledge for its own sake. He wrote:






   Knowledge is capable of being its own end. Such is the constitution of the human mind, that any kind of knowledge, if it be really such, is its own reward. . . . Now, when I say that Knowledge is, not merely a means to something beyond it, or the preliminary of certain arts into which it naturally resolves, but an end sufficient to rest in and to pursue for its own sake, surely I am uttering no paradox, for I am stating what is intelligible in itself, and has ever been the common judgment of philosophers and the ordinary feeling of mankind. . . . [I]ndependent of [the practical advantages of knowledge], we are satisfying a direct need of our nature in its very acquisition; and, whereas our nature, unlike that of the inferior creation, does not once reach its perfection, but depends, in order to it, on a number of external aids and appliances, Knowledge, as one of the principle of these, is valuable for what its very presence in us does for us after the manner of a habit, even though it be turned to no further account, nor subserve any direct end.




  [Cicero] considers Knowledge the very first object to which we are attracted, after the supply of our physical wants.11
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  And you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.




  —John 8:32







  Concomitant with the desire to know is the thought that one should, at least, aim at the truth even though we may only approximate it most of the time; in other words, the goal is to eventually acquire objective knowledge after a process of trial and error, conjectures and refutations, corroboration and disconfirmation. The attainment of truth is the common end of all the sciences, understood in the broadest sense. Indeed, philosophers have often defined knowledge in terms of truth, knowledge being justified true belief. Continental charlatans—postmodernists and others—have cast doubt on the possibility of objective knowledge, and they have further argued that the very notion of truth is coercive, imperialist, and a part of the discourse of power. To reject the notion of truth—objective knowledge—is to abandon the very possibility of science, rational discourse, and even morality, civil society, and politics—since ethical and political decisions often depend on having access to knowledge, objective knowledge of civilization tout court.




  Matthew Arnold makes the same point in his Culture and Anarchy:






   For as there is a curiosity about intellectual matters which is futile, and merely a disease, so there is certainly a curiosity,—a desire after the things of the mind simply for their own sakes and for the pleasure of seeing them as they are,—which is, in an intelligent being, natural and laudable. Nay, and the very desire to see things as they are implies a balance and regulation of mind which is not often attained without fruitful effort, and which is the very opposite of the blind and diseased impulse of mind which is what we mean to blame when we blame curiosity. Montesquieu says:—“The first motive which ought to impel us to study is the desire to augment the excellence of our nature, and to render an intelligent being yet more intelligent.” This is the true ground to assign for the genuine scientific passion, however manifested, and for culture, viewed simply as a fruit of this passion; and it is a worthy ground, even though we let the term curiosity stand to describe it.12







  In complete contrast, Bernard Lewis shows in The Muslim Discovery of Europe, with example after example, that Muslims, with rare exceptions, did not show the Western curiosity for other cultures, languages, or literature, or share the Western pursuit of knowledge for its own sake.




  Lewis points out the differences in attitude of the two civilizations, Islamic and European, to alien languages and literature; contempt in Islam as opposed to intellectual curiosity in the Christian West. To learn a foreign language or infidel script would be impious, though occasionally new converts to Islam brought a knowledge of non-Islamic languages. Even after eight centuries of Muslim presence in Spain, we know of only a single document that reveals any Muslim interest in a European language. European literature provided neither aesthetic appeal nor moral guidance for Muslims. As for history, only the Islamic community was considered worthy of study, as it revealed God’s purpose for mankind through it. In contrast, Europeans, in a Europe of different nations and cultures, found it necessary to learn languages. Europe, with its intellectual curiosity, eventually developed the necessary scholarly tools to study Arabic, such as a Latin-Arabic glossary, the first of which was prepared in the twelfth century. This led to a European appreciation of Arabic literature, even an attempt to translate parts of the Koran into Latin. By the sixteenth century there were several glossaries and dictionaries, and a treatise on Arabic grammar available to the interested European public.13 Then, after the great opening up of the intellectual horizons of the West during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Arabic studies flourished in many European universities, resulting in the publication of dictionaries, grammars, and critical editions of Persian, Turkish, and Arabic texts. Scholars such as Jacob Golius in Holland with his important work Lexicon Arabico-Latinum and Edward Pococke in England with a Lexicon heptaglotton (1669) were laying the foundations of classical Orientalism. But as Lewis points out, “[T]he purpose of these activities was partly practical, related to the needs of commerce and diplomacy, and also partly scholarly, to gratify the boundless intellectual curiosity unleashed by the Renaissance.” In contrast, Lewis argues, “Of intellectual interest in Western languages and the literatures enshrined in them, there is not the slightest sign. We know of no Muslim scholar or man of letters before the eighteenth century who sought to learn a Western language, still less of any attempt to produce grammars, dictionaries, or other language tools. Translations are few and far between. Those that are known are works chosen for practical purposes and the translations are made by converts or non-Muslims.”14




  Nothing has changed. In the Arab Human Development Report of 2003, published by the United Nations Development Programme, we learn that “the total number of books translated into Arabic in the last 1,000 years is fewer than those translated in Spain in one year. Greece, with a population of fewer than 11 million, translates five times as many books from abroad into Greek annually as the 22 Arab countries combined, with a total population of more than 300 million, translated into Arabic.”15




  By the seventeenth century, European scholars had developed sophisticated techniques of textual criticism when applying them to classical and biblical texts, and which the new Orientalists were now able to draw upon when examining the languages and literatures of the East. As Lewis reminds us, “To all this there was nothing remotely comparable among the Muslims where scholarship, whether philological or other, was confined to the monuments of their own faith, law, and literature.”16 Even in regard to their own faith, law, and literature, Muslims have yet to learn the science of textual criticism, let alone apply it to the Koran.




  The situation is similar as regards Muslim indifference to European history. This indifference is shared even by the great thinker Ibn Khaldun.17




  Conclusions similar to those of Lewis were arrived at by Sir John Chardin in the seventeenth century during his travels in Persia. Chardin contrasted European intellectual curiosity with its lack in Persia about, for example, the origins of tobacco and sugar.18 As for traveling for the sake of curiosity, it is totally alien to the Persians’ understanding and explains their near total ignorance of what passes in Europe.19




  Little seems to have changed in modern times, as Michael Field, a journalist for the Financial Times with twenty-seven years of experience in the Middle East, explained in 1994: “[Arabs] may be well informed on currency movements and the latest chat on the prospects of the Western economies but know surprisingly little about how Western societies and governments operate. Even those who live in the West or visit it frequently on holiday do not have much understanding of it because, in most cases, when they are there they mix with other Arabs, principally their own relations, and take no interest in the culture, history or institutions of the countries they are in.”20




  Field’s sentiments are echoed by Muhammad Talbi, a contemporary Tunisian Muslim intellectual much involved in interfaith dialogues, who wrote,






   Today’s Islam—I shall not call it “modern”—is a far cry from the courage of her pioneers, far behind Sharastānī, the author of al-Milal wa ’l-niḥal,21 and Ibn Ḥazm, the author of Fiṣal.22 Ibn Rushd [Averröes] was the last Muslim philosopher open to non-Muslim cultures. Sign of the times, his works which exercised a great influence on the Renaissance in the West, come down to us above all in Latin or Hebrew. In the 14th century, even Ibn Khaldūn, whose genius is incontrovertible, wrote, “All the pre-Islamic sciences concerned with religious groups are to be discarded, and their discussion is forbidden.”23 Ibn Khaldūn, and only on that occasion, was listened to, or rather he was the intermediary of a way of thinking which has prevailed to this day. Few Muslims, wrote Maryam Jameelah,24 have a really profound knowledge of the West. How many Muslims, for example, have mastered Greek or Latin, and how many are intellectually equipped to study Judaism and Christianity as well as the secular ideologies from a Muslim point of view? While generations of Western Orientalists have studied Islam to the extent of their needs and goals, is it not essential for some Muslim religious scholars [‘ulamā’] to become Occidentalists?25







  The scholar F. R. Rosenthal has pointed out that the process of assimilation of the heritage of classical antiquity into Islam between the eighth and tenth centuries can justly be called the renaissance of Islam. It is impossible to believe that Islamic civilization could have developed to the extent it did without that classical heritage.26




  For many Western scholars, and for many Muslims, the very idea of an “Islamic philosophy” is a contradiction in terms. Orthodox Sunni Islam has never welcomed philosophic thought, with its unfettered use of reason. Traditionists have always been hostile to philosophy, a “foreign science” that led, they claimed, to heresy, doubt, and unbelief. In this, the traditionists’ fears were well founded, for many of the philosophers developed views that were far from orthodox, and others, especially those hostile to the emerging Sunnism, committed themselves entirely to the guidance of reason as was understood in Greek philosophy and gave no more than lip service to Islamic religion. Thus the story of Islamic philosophy is, in part, the story of the tension between reason and revelation, with the eventual triumph of the dictates of revelation, a victory for irrationalism, leading to blind obedience of tradition.
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  Under Islam, orthodoxy has always been suspicious of “knowledge for its own sake.” Unfettered intellectual inquiry is deemed dangerous to the faith. Muslims made a distinction between the native or Islamic sciences and foreign sciences; the former consisted of religion (Koranic exegesis, the science of hadith, jurisprudence, and scholastic theology) and language (grammar, lexicography, rhetoric, and literature). The “foreign sciences” or “ the sciences of the ancients” were defined as those common to all peoples and religious communities, as opposed to such sciences as had been peculiarly developed by Islam. As G. E. von Grunebaum says, the foreign sciences are primarily the propaedeutic, physical, and metaphysical sciences of the Greeks: the various branches of mathematics, philosophy, natural history (zoology, botany, etc.), medicine, astronomy, music, magic, and alchemy.




  But the study of these foreign sciences was always looked upon with suspicion and even animosity, which increased in the later Middle Ages. A part of the hostility can be attributed to the fact that the ancient authorities were non-Muslim and foreign. All foreign sciences endangered the faith.27 One can contrast the situation in Islam with that in Christianity. One could argue that in rejecting Marcionism, which had tried to cut all links with Christianity’s Judaic roots, Saint Irenaeus had kept open Europe’s relationship with the past, which, with its twin peaks of Athens and Jerusalem, was to continue to enrich Western civilization throughout its history.28 Islamic countries, on the other hand, totally rejected their past and all the ancient pre-Islamic glories, from the civilization of the Indus River to the monuments of Mesopotamia and Egypt, as belonging to a period of ignorance and barbarism, Jāhiliyya.




  The sciences were seen as praiseworthy, blameworthy, or neutral. All sciences are blameworthy that are useless for acting rightly toward God. The Prophet is reputed to have prayed to God to protect him from useless knowledge. Useful knowledge was that which was necessary or helpful for the practice of religion. Eventually the ancient sciences were to lose out in this perpetual battle between the theological and the philosophical-scientific approach, since they were not required for the realization of the kind of life God had ordained. Thus, despite the contributions of the Muslim scholars and scientists, these sciences were not rooted in the fundamental needs and aspirations of Islamic civilization. Islam considered the main task and aim of man to be to serve God, to which end the native sciences were, of course, essential, to which one may add history and geography. Any effort beyond that, for example, in the study of the natural sciences, is not essential to the central cultural task and hence can be discarded.
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