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ABSTRACT 

In this dissertation I propose a revisionary history of 

rhetoric that emphasizes the influence of Near Eastern 

cultures in the construction of Western rhetoric. I trace 

this influence from classical times through the Middle Ages, 

with particular reference to the Muslim commentaries on the 

Aristotelian tradition. In the eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century period, I demonstrate how orientalist discourse marks 

a turning point in the relationship between East and West, 

with the West projecting itself culturally and politically on 

the orient. In the modern period, I show how this intimate 

power relation between the two worlds takes a captivating 

form with the emergence of an English literary tradition 

produced by Middle Eastern writers who construct new 

subjectivities and audiences in the West. 

Drawing on post-structuralist theories, such as the 

social construction of discourse, deconstruction, and post-

colonial criticism, I conclude that a history of rhetoric 

must reflect the irregularities, ruptures, and implications 

that characterize a rich contact zone between East and West. 



CHAPTER ONE 

THE POLITICS OF CULTURAL REPRESENTATION 

Knowledge and power are simply two sides of the 
same question: who decides what knowledge is, and 
who knows what needs to be decided. 

Jean-Fran90is Lyotard. The Postmodern 
Condition: A Report on Knowledge 

The aim of this dissertation is to undermine our most 

cherished views of tradition as something pure and authentic, 

of history as a collection of facts occupying neutral 

grounds, and finally of culture as a construct with 
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unshakable historical foundations. First, I want to make one 

point clear: that anthologies of rhetoric are histories, 

whether or not they consciously choose to be so. They are 

written with an intention to create a discipline that has a 

solid and homogeneous theoretical terrain. More important, I 

want to suggest that anthologies are "histories" by "nature" 

since they are primarily concerned with displaying some sense 

of order and continuity. It would be naive to consider 

anthologies as mere compilations of texts, without any desire 

to make sense of history, without any ideology behind them. 

Rather, they are "selections" guided by the structure of a 

master narrative with a teleological function for exegesis 

and the interpretation of texts. Let me give one example 

here: The Rhetorical Tradition, edited by Patricia Bizzell 



and Bruce Herzberg, is constructed in such a manner as to 

produce a history with a unifying thread that goes back to a 

glorious classical past and points to a promising modern 

future. 

9 

I must hasten to add that this chapter does not aim to 

single out a specific anthology. Yet, though this may sound 

contradictory, I want to take as an example Bizzell and 

Herzberg's The Rhetorical Tradition in order to expose in 

general terms some serious limitations that most histories or 

anthologies encounter in their attempts to historicize the 

study of rhetoric. As John Schilb observes, histories of 

rhetoric are themselves "works of rhetoric, reflective of 

particular compositional choices, with alternative master

tropes and narratives available" (31). Schilb appropriately 

warns us against the failure "to move beyond intellectual 

history to consider a variety of sociopolitical factors and 

incorporate marginalized groups" (31). As an alternative to 

the unidimentional view against which Schilb cautions us, I 

want to propose a reading that brings to light contact zones 

and margins so far overshadowed by histories which are caught 

up in the idea of order and continuity. This is of 

particular significance in our reading of cultural texts, 

especially when we consider the master narratives of rhetoric 

to which American students are exposed in graduate programs. 

My position is based on the following assumptions: that the 
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Greco-Roman world is a muticultural one; that the medieval 

period is far from being essentially European and Christian; 

that eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Western thought is to 

a large measure influenced by its preoccupation with the 

Orient, Africa, and America; and lastly, that today more and 

more barriers are falling and boundaries are continually 

blurred between nationalities and cultures. 

Most anthologies of rhetoric suggest a four-sequence 

division of the history of rhetoric which starts from the 

classical period and continues into the twentieth century. 

There is a smooth and logical transition from the classical 

period to the Middle Ages, to the Renaissance, to the 

Enlightenment period, and finally to the twentieth century. 

The history of rhetoric is presented to us as a body of texts 

with a well-established and unifying logic, succinctly 

defined and catalogued concepts, and specifically determined 

boundaries between rhetoric and other disciplines such as 

dialectic, ethics, and poetics. What I find most striking 

about such histories is their unified and homogeneous 

Eurocentric character. Marginality, fragmentation, 

incompleteness, or plurality of voices and cultures seem to 

play no role in the experienced constitution of the 

discipline and in this way these histories usher us into a 

mode of thinking governed by an impoverished sense of 

cultural and linguistic unity. As Moroccan critic Abdelkebir 
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Khatibi reminds us in Maghreb Pluriel, a thought that is not 

inspired by its limitations "is always elaborated to 

dominate" (18). Khatibi continues to explain that a thought 

that is not marginal, fragmented, and incomplete is "a 

thought of ethnocide" (18). 

Simultaneously, such histories of rhetoric as they are 

presented by Bizzell and Herzberg in their anthology, or by 

George Kennedy or Edward Corbett, lead us into an endless 

reproduction of the classical model, with slight changes of 

focus. For example, all these histories agree to emphasize 

the concern of rhetoric with textual interpretation in the 

medieval period, with the expressive nature of the speaker in 

the Romantic period, and finally with the sense of audience 

and the notion of reception of texts in the modern period. 

Thus the great classical masters sail through the ages and 

their position in the discussion of the five canons of 

rhetoric remains undisputed. The change in focus does not 

operate outside the epistemological foundations upon which 

the whole notion of Western knowledge is firmly grounded. 

Put simply, the history of rhetoric is described in terms of 

a linear and Eurocentric development of events, and its 

genesis is sadly truncated and reduced to an exclusive 

concern with an instrumentalist view of knowledge, namely the 

mastery of the classical classification and discussion of 

invention, arrangement, style, memory, and delivery in order 
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to achieve persuasion. Such efforts to historicize the 

discipline suffer from a serious oversimplification of such a 

complex phenomenon as discourse because they seem to ignore 

the struggles, upheavals, deviations, and discontinuities 

that Western society has known from the classical period to 

the present. 

Over the last few decades significant contributions have 

been made to write "new" rhetorics and redefine some of the 

fundamental notions of the art of persuasion. Specifically, 

since 1959 some attempts have been made by American thinkers 

in rhetoric and composition programs to reinvent the 

rhetorical tradition using concepts drawn from new theories 

such as speech-act theory, pragmatics, and communication 

theory. However, it seems that these efforts have arrived at 

a general agreement about the nature of the "new" rhetorics 

that they present to the modern student. Put simply, driven 

by a persistent concern for establishing continuity for the 

discipline, the modern champions 02 classical rhetoric for 

modern students make a leap of twenty-five hundred years 

without questioning the hegemonic role of the classical 

model. That is, we are presented with histories that do not 

interrogate the epistemological value of the canons of 

rhetoric as they were laid down by the great masters of the 

classical period, or complicate the notion of specificity of 

the cultural moment, or even look at differences of 



ideologies. Many of these attempts have primarily limited 

their reinventions or redefinitions to the distinction 

between the "old" and the "new" rhetorics, which has led to 

unfortunate oversimplifications. 
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What in fact has changed is the type of strategies used 

to systematize this knowledge from new perspectives in order 

to make it more efficient. In other words, the new 

rhetorics, to use Jim Corder's terms, simply "amplify what 

classical texts say, ... rename in our way items and 

procedures from the classical texts, and ... redirect our 

attention to particular features of classical texts" (163). 

Corder's view appropriately translates the paralyzing effect 

that this limited notion of historical sense creates in us. 

What is worth saying has already been said. All we can do is 

say it differently. 

In fact, several manuals of rhetoric follow the steps of 

the "new" rhetorics in presenting the five classical canons 

of the discipline to modern students. If one looks at Sharon 

Crowley's Ancient Rhetorics for the Modern Student, for 

example, one can see interestingly enough classical concepts 

explained and validated by examples drawn from the present. 

To invent their experiences and reflect on their discourse 

communities, modern students of rhetoric must first be fully 

acquainted with the key classical concepts and follow the 

classical model. These anthologies and manuals seem to have 



concluded that outside the classical model there is no 

possibility for a coherent or effective production of 

discourse to take place. 
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However, today we are presented with a dilemma which 

looms even larger as the field of rhetorical research expands 

to embrace a large variety of discourse communities that call 

for more and more attention, and, as Corder puts it, "all 

forms of discourse are proper subject for rhetorical study" 

(164). This dilemma is further complicated by technical 

sophistication in the formulation of theories, by the 

periodization of knowledge, and by the mUltiplicity of voices 

striving to take part in the conversation. Oftentimes we 

cannot help wondering: Does this make sense? How are we 

going to make sense of this infinite display of signs, 

concepts, and terms that grow out of this increasing number 

of theories reflecting different perspectives? Clearly, the 

result is an overwhelming sense of instability that 

undermines our confidence in order. 

As Michel Foucault observes in The Order of Things, 

establishing discontinuities in intellectual history is not 

an easy task because when we mark off a period, we inevitably 

make "an arbitrary division ... in a constantly mobile whole" 

(50). Foucault defines discontinuity as "the fact that 

within the space of a few years a culture sometimes ceases to 

think as it had been thinking up till then and begins to 
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think other things in a new way" (50). Foucault explains 

that discontinuity begins "with an erosion from outside," 

from the space which is, for thought, "on the other side, but 

in which it has never ceased to think from the very 

beginning" (50). 

By taking the classical model as a paradigm for 

rhetorical study, we are resisting the concept of change in 

our cultural views of the world. The modern social, 

political, and historical context has undergone various forms 

of erosion and yet the classical model remains an absolute, . 

universal, and fixed world in our textbooks of rhetoric. 

Also the frame of reference is much broader today and 

includes various concerns to such an extent that the 

classical model, which limits the art of persuasion to 

deliberative, forensic, and epideictic discourses, becomes 

too narrow to encompass such complex and diverse modern 

cultural realities. 

One of the most acute difficulties that we may 

experience in reading traditional histories of rhetoric is 

accepting ready-made connections, without being able to 

question them because of this overpowering sense of 

continuity hanging over us and telling us that we must make 

sense of all the notions that we come across. Things may get 

even more complicated with the present awareness of the 

fragmentation of knowledge, reflecting a fragmented society, 
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which the pioneers of the new rhetorics have been lamenting 

and desperately trying to put together by reconciling 

opposites or by suggesting ways of establishing continuities. 

For example, in their essay "On Distinctions between 

Classical and Modern Rhetoric," Andrea Lunsford and Lisa Ede 

note that some compelling similarities between the two 

rhetorics, old and new, can help us better understand the 

dynamic nature of any theory of rhetoric (38). They observe 

that we have lost sight of continuities in the history of 

rhetoric because of our limited reading of Aristotle's 

Rhetoric. They propose the Aristotelian theory as the most 

complete approach to the study of rhetoric, and they argue 

that a comprehensive view of Aristotle's theory is the best 

way to come to a full understanding of rhetorical theory 

(40). According to Lunsford and Ede, theorists have failed 

to understand Aristotle's theory of rhetoric because they 

have ignored fundamental connections in his philosophical and 

rhetorical project. For example, Lunsford and Ede remark 

that the system of language use that Aristotle has developed 

in his discussion of logos, ethos, and pathos unites in a 

perfect manner intellect, will, and emotion in communication, 

and establishes rhetoric as an art that relates to all fields 

of knowledge (44). 

Lunsford and Ede believe that we must return to 

Aristotle to achieve a richer understanding of how his theory 



17 

can enrich and illuminate our own. For them, Aristotle's 

theory of rhetoric provides "a complete description of the 

dynamic interaction between rhetor and audience, an 

interaction mediated by language" (44). Lunsford and Ede 

deplore the fragmentation and specialization of knowledge by 

pointing out the emergence of departments of Speech, 

Communication, Philosophy, and English which limit their 

study to fragments of this knowledge instead of adopting a 

holistic and interdisciplinary approach. Lunsford and Ede 

recommend an attitude that values not difference from, but 

similarities with the classical model: 

If rhetoric is to reach its full potential in the 
twentieth century as an informing framework for 
long-divorced disciplines and for instruction and 
conduct in reading, writing, and speaking, then we 
must define ourselves not in opposition to but in 
consonance with the classical model. (49) 

The compelling question that we must ask about such 

attempts to keep the classical model in interpreting and 

producing discourse is: How far can we rely on the classical 

model in reinventing traditions, especially when we notice 

that our social construct has changed tremendously from the 

past? Put differently, should we still continue to believe 

that society in the classical period was a perfectly 

homogeneous construct without any class struggle and almost 

without any marginalized groups? 
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However, I must be fair to Lunsford and Ede and 

acknowledge the significance of their critique of scholars 

who in their study of rhetoric have failed to make necessary 

connections in the works of Aristotle. Historians of 

rhetoric frequently look upon the Rhetoric as "the" classical 

text for the discipline, as a distinct way of looking at 

discourse, without actually putting it in a close working 

relationship with Aristotle's other works, such as the 

Poetics, the Topics, Ethics, Prior Analytics, and so on. 

Such historians seem to have inherited the unfortunate 

division that Peter Ramus, following Aristotle and Plato, 

made between rhetoric and logic, which turned rhetoric into a 

discipline primarily concerned with matters of style. The 

Rhetoric is part of the Aristotelian canon, and consequently, 

we must study it from this perspective to have a better grasp 

of the philosophy behind it. By ignoring the link between 

the Rhetoric and Aristotle's other works, rhetoricians since 

the Middle Ages have locked the study of rhetoric into a 

fixed set of rules and principles solely concerned with 

copiousness and style. 

In Bizzell and Herzberg's The Rhetorical Tradition, I 

see a similar attempt at creating a sense of continuity in a 

self-conscious manner. The selections appear to be made on 

the basis of their strategic place in the great master 

narrative, as defined by historians of rhetoric, including 
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the editors themselves. But does not this sense of 

continuity imply the exclusion of texts that do not fit into 

"the" tradition? Within the anthology, which quite obviously 

aims to be representative, some selections are given much 

more space, whereas others are given little or no attention 

at all. Does this mean that some figures are more important 

than others? These are simple, yet important questions. 

If we look at the way the readings are structured in 

Bizzell and Herzberg's anthology we will notice a certa~n 

hierarchical order in which males are listed by themselves, 

compositionists are lumped together in one section, and very 

few women are left together at the very end of the narrative. 

Also in the anthology there is no room at all for people of 

color. Interestingly enough, the medieval Muslim 

contribution to the study of rhetoric receives no more than a 

passing reference in this anthology, although the Arabic 

scholarship on Aristotle's philosophical and rhetorical texts 

was largely influential in the Middle Ages and the 

Renaissance. 

To squeeze a complex rhetorical reality into a single 

volume is a risk of which most editors of anthologies must be 

aware. There is a growing number of emerging traditions, and 

in my view the best way to see them is to look at the 

classroom as a site that brings together different contending 

voices and subjectivities. Such traditions clearly force us 



to understand them as serious challenges to any attempt at 

homogenizing them. At MLA and CCCC conventions recently, 

there have been several presentations on topics ranging 

across the spectrum of different traditions which have 

included the medieval Muslim-Arabic commentary tradition on 

Greek philosophical texts, the African American tradition, 

the Native American rhetorics, feminist rhetorics, gay and 

lesbian rhetorics, Third World traditions, as well as other 

rhetorics. This, in my view, is a positive step towards a 

reinvention of several histories of rhetoric. 

20 

Clearly, we need historical accounts that deny 

themselves the possibility of homogenizing human experiences 

and, by the same token, we need modes of thinking that deny 

themselves any possibility of settling conflicts and ignoring 

ruptures. As Foucault explains in his discussion of the 

principle of discontinuity in "The Discourse on Language," 

discourse must be treated as "a discontinuous activity, its 

different manifestations coming'together, but just as easily 

unaware of, or excluding each other" (229). My point, then, 

is that in studying a history of rhetoric, we need to look at 

it as an account about a system of power relations. Most 

importantly, we need to determine the internal cohesion of 

such relations and point out their differences from one 

another. In this sense, the great history of rhetoric will 

be broken down into micro-histories which will reflect a 
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plurality of social constructs and a multiplicity of voices. 

The connections will no longer hold because they will cease 

to be viewed as relevant strategies to hold a fragmented 

world together. When in our handling of texts we assign 

continuities, we simultaneously make comparisons and practice 

exclusions. These operations and practices differ from one 

period to another, from one type of discourse to another. 

Up till the early twentieth century, the word "rhetoric" 

had been frequently used to refer to the art of persuasion 

and style. But during the last decade, a whole body of 

writing has been mushrooming around the term. In addition, 

the interdisciplinary character of knowledge today 

complicates the notion of rhetoric more and more. The whole 

discipline, with all its categories, is quite often presented 

to us in anthologies as a continuous hierarchy of knowledge 

that we must grasp if we wish to be part of the discourse 

community. New theories appear to challenge older ones, but 

with time and use, these new theories themselves become 

canonized. 

The production of theory is in fact a very important 

practice since it shapes the world for us. Moreover, a 

theory proposes a world view which we can accept, dispute, 

reject, or modify; but what complicates the problem of 

rhetorical study today is the emergence of so many theories 

that are competing with each other and which pose as truths. 
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This inevitably reflects conflicts and instability of 

ideologies. I believe that we must think of all these 

theories as coming from the desire to tell stories, as an 

impulse to narrate, rather than as a means to know. In this 

manner, we will be able to problematize the authority and the 

role of theories/narratives. 

Since 1968, a group of post-structuralist thinkers, such 

as Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and Jean Baudrillard and 

post-colonial critics, such as Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak, 

and Homi Bhabha have subjected many of the comfortable 

assumptions about subjectivity, knowledge, rationality, and 

progress to disturbing questions. What has been distinctive 

about this interrogation is that instead of using science and 

reason to get to a clearer truth, these critics have viewed 

the very idea of truth with extreme suspicion, something to 

be dismantled, deconstructed. 

Such interrogation leads us to see the limits of 

historical narratives. Poststructuralists are essentially 

formulating a different view from the one developed by those 

rhetorics, "old" or "new." They basically work with an 

understanding of what they cannot do, rather than call for 

law and order. They also work with an awareness that the 

greatest problem with theoretical production has been, to put 

it in Spivak's terms, "its sense of being right" (45). I 

would add: the problem with theory is its ambition to settle 
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disputes and solve conflicts. I must hasten to add that I am 

in no way objecting to the idea of producing theories and 

constructing narratives. But my argument is that when 

dealing with such forms of knowledge, we need to proceed with 

a critical awareness and point out the gaps, the things that 

have been left out. In short, we need to ask about the other 

things that are implied, but not talked about. 
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Western Cultural Representation of the East 

When we look at orientalist and colonialist discourse-

more particularly from the eighteenth century to the modern 

period--we notice that it is primarily based on an intention 

to create for itself what Edward Said describes as "a solid 

and homogeneous theoretical terrain" (2). For Said, this 

terrain is founded on a whole network of what he calls 

"supporting institutions, vocabulary, scholarship, imagery, 

doctrines, even colonial bureaucracies and colonial styles" 

(2). This strategy allows the orientalist scholar to lump 

numerous and enormous differences together into one 

homogeneous cultural identity that can be reified in simple 

terms and subjected to a logocentric examination. This 

reification, which in the final analysis leads to hegemony, 

is oftentimes done through definition, a rhetorical strategy 

by which the West defines the "other" as "primitive," 

"oriental," "non-western," "Third World," or "non-Judeo

Christian. " 

We can identify three types of orientalists in Western 

Europe: first, the zealous academics, immured in well-stocked 

libraries and absorbed in the study of the history and 

philology of the East, though never having set foot in that 

region; second, the enthusiastic travelers, poets, artists, 

civil servants, or missionaries, seeking the pure joy of 

adventure and discovery in an unusually fascinating land; and 
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third, the learned dilettantes, displaying a kind of 

eclecticism in their approach to everything exceptionally 

oriental. Such scholars and artists were to be found in 

various European countries including France, Britain, 

Austria, and Germany. As A. J. Arberry quite convincingly 

explains, orientalism was a commodity within the reach of 

an European elite. Arberry writes: 

[Orientalism] was a no-man's-land--or, rather, 
every-man's-land-- [where] the orientalist joins 
forces with the archeologist, the historian, the 
etymologist, the phonetician, the philosopher, the 
theologian, the musician and the artist. (7) 

In general, orientalist discourse has been invariably 

punctuated by the collective notion of "us" as opposed to 

"the other". There is "us" viewed with awareness of 

superiority and self-satisfaction as opposed to "them" viewed 

with hostility and scorn. In his Introduction to the 

Philosophy of History, Hegel measures the great divide 

between the Orient and Europe using a rather ethnocentric 

view of freedom. On one side of this great divide, Orientals 

live in tyranny and despotism: 

In the world of the ancient Orient, people do not 
yet know that the Spirit--the human as such--is 
free. Because they do not know this, they are not 
free. They know only that one person is free; but 
for this very reason such freedom is mere 
arbitrariness, savagery, stupefied passion; or even 
a softness or tameness of passion, which is itself 
a mere accident of nature and therefore quite 
arbitrary. This one person is therefore only a 
despot, not a free man [author's emphasis]. (2l) 
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On the other side, the Europeans, guided by the light of 

Christianity, enjoy the great spirit of reason and freedom: 

It was first the Germanic peoples, through 
Christianity, who came to the awareness that every 
human is free by virtue of being human, and that 
the freedom of spirit comprises our most human 
nature [author's emphasis]. (21) 

In fact, in the history of Western culture, this sense 

of a free and unified European ethos as opposed to a despotic 

Orient can be traced back to antiquity. Since classical 

times, orientalism has created its own vocabulary and ideas 

by which it defines itself as well as the object of its 

study. Herodotus is undoubtedly the first pioneer in the 

history of orienta1ism. His work gives a comprehensive 

account of the geography and the customs of the populations 

of the Near East and North Africa. Scholars today such as 

Martin Bernal consider the Histories a valuable source of 

information about the cultural exchange between East and West 

in antiquity (98). 

In addition to the Histories, there are other classical 

texts which make direct or indirect allusions to the Orient. 

Classical Greek tragedies like Aeschylus's The Suppliants and 

The Persians are full of references to the Orient. In 

Plato's Phaedrus, for example, Socrates tells an Egyptian 

story about the art of writing. In Timaeus, Plato portrays 

the Orient in glowing terms and shows how classical 

intellectuals looked toward the East for the construction of 
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their philosophical projects. Cicero's On the Nature of the 

Gods is full of references to ancient Egypt. The 

"barbarians" were indeed enemies, but they had a lot to offer 

to intellectual life in classical Greece. Martin Bernal 

gives ample archeological and linguistic evidence that 

supports such contribution in his seminal work Black Athena. 

However, there are critics who still maintain the great 

divide between East and West. For example, in her book, The 

Tyrant's Writ, Deborah Steiner dismisses the idea of Eastern 

cultural influence on classical Greece. She bases her 

argument on the Greeks' resistance to such influence in 

classical tragedies such as Aeschylus's The Suppliants and 

other classical texts which allude either directly or 

indirectly to the Persians. Deborah Steiner does a fair job 

in her close reading of classical tragedies. She touches 

upon the importance of writing in the construction of Greek 

mythology and brings out Greek representation of what the 

Greeks call "barbarians," but curiously enough, she has 

failed to distance herself as a reader from those texts and 

see the historical context which informs them. The wars with 

Persia were raging during those times and the Eastern empires 

represented a constant threat to the Greek city states. 

The idea that there were Egyptian and Phoenician influences 

on the formation of Greek civilization was disturbing to some 

Greek historians and rhetoricians. Thucydides (born in 460 
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B.C.) deliberately turned his back on a past full of accounts 

showing the Greeks' indebtedness to the Near East and devoted 

his Peloponnesian Wars to contemporary history. The later 

Thucydides was considered the most modern scholar of the 

history of ancient Greece because he did not draw upon 

legends and myths to write history and also because he did 

not deal with "unverifiable" facts. Thucydides, like 

Isocrates, was primarily concerned with the greatest 

disturbance in the history of the Hellenes, that is, the wars 

which set the major Greek city states--Athens and Sparta--

against each other. 

Isocrates was considered the outstanding spokesman for 

Panhellenism and Greek cultural pride. He composed his 

famous speech Panegyricus in 380 B.C. in order to call upon 

Athenians and Spartans to abandon their differences and to 

form together a Panhellenic union against the "barbarians": 

And so far has our city [Athens] distanced the rest 
of mankind in thought and speech that her pupils 
have become the teachers of the rest of the world. 
She has brought it about that the name "Hellenes" 
suggests no longer a race, but an intelligence, and 
the title "Hellenes" is applied rather to those who 
share our culture than to those who share a common 
blood. (50) 

The tone of this speech may well suggest that in an 

atmosphere like this one, we cannot expect Greek scholars to 

admit the fact that Greece had heavily drawn upon the 

cultures of the Near East in the Heroic Age. On the 
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contrary, the call for a common Greek identity, punctuated by 

this hatred for the "barbarians," encouraged Isocrates to 

dismiss the idea of a cultural influence from the Near East 

on the Greeks as something presumptuous: 

In former times any barbarians who were in 
misfortune presumed to be rulers over the Greek 
cities--for example, Danaus, an exile from Egypt, 
occupied Argos; Kadmus of Sidon became king of 
Thebes. (Helen 10: 68) 

Another failure that Steiner could not possibly avoid is 

her neglect to see the racial and ideological bias in the 

Greek representation of the East. There is no such a thing 

as accurate representation. Steiner treats The Suppliants as 

a "true" representation of what she herself insists on 

labeling the "barbarians". Also Steiner has failed to see 

the multicultural and heterogeneous nature of classical 

Greece. The Sophists, the Pythagorean community, and the 

Dionysian cult were social classes engaged in a cultural war 

with the dominant class and not just "sects". Needless to 

say, foreigners, women, children, and slaves were voices 

muffled by a male-dominant society and excluded from the 

democracy that Steiner celebrates, a democracy that excludes 

a large number of people from any debate over matters of 

state. To speak at the agora was a privilege reserved only 

for those who were citizens and with a higher social status. 

It would be naive to present fifth-century Greece as a 

compact society, free from internal turmoil and to define 
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political action in Greece as an external conflict with the 

"barbarians". 

It would equally be naive to consider writing as a "bad" 

influence corning from the East. Steiner's reading of fifth-

and fourth- century sources leads her to perform a rather 

uncomplicated division of the Greek world into two 

categories: 

On one side belong the agora and assembly where 
citizens gather for democratic discussion and 
debate, on the other the private spaces of the city 
or the countryside inhabited by laymen, princes, or 
philosophers who concern themselves with writing 
rather than with politics. (216) 

First, such a reading gives an unfortunate oversimplification 

of the complex notions of "public" and "private" spheres, as 

if the two were disconnected spaces that had nothing in 

common. To me, such a topography defeats Steiner's claim of 

a Greek democratic system. True, there was a political 

debate, but not for everyone. Second, the "private" and 

"public" spaces which Steiner carefully keeps apart actually 

met in discourse. Writing, in which philosophers and princes 

were engaged, was not a solitary activity divorced from any 

social, political, and ethical concerns. It was a political 

activity done in order to meet complex rhetorical situations. 

Moreover, writing is associated with power and the tyranny of 

language because it is a discursive practice. It does not 

necessarily have to be an Eastern invention. Clearly, 
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Steiner's argument conceals an ideological stance that 

articulates itself in the great divide between the Greeks and 

what she insists to call the "barbarians". 

With the rise of a Pan-Arab Muslim identity in the 

Middle Ages, the Near East became the West's contestant, 

especially when Arab-Muslim philosophers started reinventing 

a significant Aristotelian scholarship that was forgotten in 

Europe for centuries. In their efforts to dig up classical 

Greek texts, medieval European scholars, like Thomas Aquinas 

and Roger Bacon, drew upon the Arabic translations and 

commentaries, which were significantly tinged with an Arabic 

element. Unfortunately, they did not appreciate this Arabic 

contribution very much, generally because of the threat which 

Islam posed to the Christian society between the eighth and 

the seventeenth centuries. In a preface to Michel de 

Certau's book Heterologies: Discourse on the Other, Wlad 

Godzich notes that "politically, the west may have had to 

grudgingly accept the existence of the Islamic otherness, but 

in the realm of knowledge it acknowledged no such 

possibility" (xiii). In fact, Thomas Acquinas and Roger 

Bacon launched fierce attacks on Averroes, dismissing his 

work as a series of distortions of the Aristotelian 

tradition. Medieval European philosophers oftentimes looked 

down upon Arab-Muslim philosophers as mere translators who 

misinterpreted the Greek texts, and therefore, by adopting 



this attitude, they inevitably failed to realize that their 

Muslim colleagues were translating and commenting on 

Aristotle's texts with an Arabic-Muslim context in mind. 
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I must add that in medieval Muslim Spain, Muslims worked 

closely with their fellow Hebrews and Christians and created 

a rich and complex social and cultural space in which the 

binary opposition between East and West was dismantled. The 

Middle East always referred to North Africa and medieval 

Muslim Spain as Al-Gharb al-Islami, the Islamic Occident. 

Western European countries called that region the Orient. 

And here we see the East and West as implicated in each other 

and acquiring meaning through difference. 

I would argue that the East is not simply a passive 

recipient of the Aristotelian tradition; it is an active 

element in the transformation of that tradition. By 

translating and commenting on Greek texts, the Muslim 

commentators have invented a contact zone in which they 

articulate difference. Here we depart from the traditional 

view of translation as an operation concerned with linguistic 

and syntactic equivalence and see it rather as an encounter 

between cultures, with the purpose of exposing difference, 

which is the realm of meaning. Also the commentary defies 

the heuristic function traditionally assigned to it in 

relation to the primary text and signals a distance, a 

difference between itself and the primary text. Therefore, I 
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Greek philosophy, but also re-invented an Aristotelian 

tradition. 
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I must add that in this context, the "Other" was still 

represented as the intimate adversary and the East was too 

close to be totally exotic, too tenacious, coherent, and 

compact to be domesticated, assimilated, or reduced. When 

Constantinople fell into the hands of Muslim Turks in 1453, 

the Byzantine culture fled to the West, and with the 

Renaissance, the Near East became more and more remote in 

time and space. Europe was more and more preoccupied with 

the study of the classical Greco-Latin heritage which was 

exerting a kind of enchantment on artists who celebrated 

Greek and Roman art and found in it a new subject matter and 

new forms of expression for their works. 

However, with the advent of the Enlightenment, the 

Orient began to emerge as a subject of interest in European 

academic circles which portrayed the populations of the East 

as "natives" whose culture was beyond the realm of reason. 

Such an attitude led Macaulay to dismiss the work on the East 

as unimportant in comparison with the work on the Western 

tradition. Moreover, the cultural links that had existed 

between the Near East and ancient Greece during the classical 

period were completely ignored. For most eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century European thinkers, Greece, though she had 
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borrowed scientific and philosophical principles from Ancient 

Egypt, remained the cradle of Western civilization. European 

philosophers and historians, like Schiller and Schlegel, 

presented the Greek model as something natural, spontaneous, 

and original. In this period the East was East, and the West 

was West, and the Mediterranean, though a small lake shared 

by both cultures during the classical period, was getting 

wider and wider in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 

and it is even more so in the twentieth century. During and 

after the colonial period, cultural contact between the two 

parts of the world is, as the Russian character in Kipling's 

Kim describes it: "the monstrous hybridism of East and West" 

(211) . 

Given the complex nature of orientalism, I would argue 

that it is an essential part in the formation of Western 

civilization. Orientalist discourse has frequently carried 

with it numerous connotations, discrimination, exclusion, 

distortions of realities, fantasies, and projections. And I 

believe that only by considering oriental ism a body of 

rhetorical strategies by which the West acts upon the East 

intellectually, politically, and economically, can we truly 

realize its significance in the fabrication of Western 

civilization. Only by examining the driving forces that have 

shaped and continue to shape this type of discourse, can we 

really have a comprehensive view of the dialogic nature of 



the formation processes in the making of a history of the 

Western tradition. 
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Issues at Stake in Post-Colonial Criticism 

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, colonial 

discourse reifies the colonial subjects in such a manner as 

to deprive them of the power to speak. And when the 

colonizer's words are put in the native's mouth, they are 

simply meant to express a gruesome side in the native 

culture. For example, in Conrad's Heart of Darkness, Marlow 

confers speech to the natives on two occasions only: first, 

when a servant comes out to announce Kurtz's death: "Mistah 

Kurtz--he dead," and second, when an African crew member is 

portrayed as a beast showing a grisly drive for cannibalism: 

II Catch 'im," he snapped 
of his eyes and a flash 
'im. Give 'im to us." 
"what would you do with 
curtly .... (42) 

with a bloodshot widening 
of sharp teeth--IIcatch 
"To you, eh?" I asked; 
them?" "Eat 'im!" he said 

With post-colonial writings, however, we begin to hear 

voices from the so-called Third World, voices that announce 

new subjectivities and re-inscribe new narratives on the 

grand Western narrative, thus re-interpreting history from 

their own perspective. As Nigerian critic Wole Soyinka 

observes in his preface to Myth, Literature and the African 

World: 

We ... have been blandly invited to submit 
ourselves to a second epoch of colonization--this 
time by a universal-humanoid abstraction defined 
and conducted by individuals whose theories and 
prescriptions are derived from the apprehension of 
their world and their history, their social 
neurosis and their value systems. It is time, 



clearly, to respond to this new threat ... 
[author's emphasis]. (x) 
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We can trace post-colonial writing way back in the 1950s 

with Frantz Fanon, whose work heralds the emergence of a 

political and intellectual tradition aimed at disrupting the 

authorized narrative of imperialism. In his discussion of 

the colonial condition in Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon 

raises a central issue about race as a zone of conflict and 

struggle between the colonizers and the colonized. For 

Fanon, "blackness" is a politically constructed identity 

given to the blacks by the colonizers in order to inflict 

upon them an overwhelming feeling of shame and to show them 

all the possibilities of well-being that they miss because of 

the color of their skin. To use Foucauldian terms, 

"blackness" is essentially a discursive mode by which the 

colonizing West disqualifies the systems of knowledge of a 

whole race. The West marks tremendous boundaries of 

difference between itself and those "inferior" races, and 

more importantly, it justifies its acts of aggression against 

those races in the name of civilization. Fanon portrays 

"Blackness" as an existential deviation imposed on black 

people by the white culture and a fully institutionalized 

stereotype in order to mark the difference between the 

colonizers and the colonized. 
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In effect, Fanon complicates the argument by confronting 

a disturbing question: what is it that makes a black person 

wear a white mask? Put differently, what does it mean for a 

black person to speak the language of the dominant culture? 

Fanon explains: 

To speak means to be in a position to use a certain 
syntax, to grasp the morphology of this or that 
language, but it means above all to assume a 
culture, to support the weight of a civilization. 
(17-18) 

Fanon also explains that this condition happens through 

education. That is, black people are raised to repudiate 

their "blackness" and assume the masters' "whiteness", and 

what we see here is, to use Foucault's terms once again, 

education as a form of social appropriation. 

With "blackness" being completely disqualified as an 

inferior system of knowledge, the only mode left for a black 

person in order to achieve a certain degree of dignity and to 

qualify for a limited form of integration in a closed 

"civilized" world is to speak the language of the colonizer. 

For Fanon, to speak "like a book" or "like a white man" 

simply means the desire to assume the culture that language 

holds and carry the burden of its civilization (21). Fanon 

describes this dramatic linguistic gesture toward "whiteness" 

as a form of social and cultural alienation through which the 

natives experience a powerful moment of shame of their color, 

language, and culture: 



The Negro of the Antilles will be proportionally 
whiter--that is, he will come closer to being a 
real human--in direct ratio to his mastery of the 
French language. (18) 
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The desire to identify with the French culture occurs in 

the background of a repulsion directed against the native 

culture and is ultimately followed by a deep feeling of 

frustration that comes from a sense of double exclusion from 

the French and the natives as well. Fanon argues that a 

racist society contaminates all individuals since both the 

colonizers and the colonized are caught in this process of 

exclusion and alienation. The Martinique black people cannot 

possibly cross the boundaries between "whiteness" and 

"blackness". They cannot really step out of the pigmentation 

of their skin and join the white people in the realm of 

civilization. They can only make a symbolic gesture through 

their use of French in order to imagine themselves as part of 

the French culture. In sum, they inhabit the margins of both 

the French culture and their native culture. 

Fanon's thinking draws upon phenomenology and a Marxist-

existentialist ideology. In addition, Fanon historicizes and 

politically engages Hegelian categories in order to expose 

the construction and structure of colonialist ideology. He 

exposes the social and cultural positioning of the 

preconstituted and metaphysical poles of white and black, and 

as Benita Parry appropriately explains, his writing is aimed 
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at "liberating the consciousness of the oppressed from its 

confinement in 'the white man's artifact'" (28). Fanon shows 

that the dichotomy between white as sovereign with a 

civilizing mission and black as the transgression of white 

sovereignty is axiologically fixed in colonial discourse and 

it operates in such a manner as to distort the dialogic 

nature of interaction of self with other selves. 

Fanon's view is to a great measure consistent with the 

argument that Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe makes in his 

discussion of the post-colonial critic's appropriation of the 

language of the dominant culture in order to deconstruct the 

colonial project. For Achebe, by resisting the type of 

representation that colonial discourse gives about the 

colonized people and more important by writing a counter 

narrative in which the dignity and the voice of the 

oppressed/colonized is restored, post-colonial critics make a 

serious political statement. In Achebe's example about the 

African-American condition we clearly see the dynamic 

relationship between slave and master. The "negro" taking up 

the master's discarded instrument to come up with a new 

musical creation that locks up both slave and master is a 

powerful metaphor of how the master and the slave construct 

each other, inhabit each other in a dialectic manner. 

As Parry observes, post-colonial critics working from 

Fanon's position might allow that identifying such 
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dichotomies in the discursive practices of colonialism "does 

demystify the rhetorical devices" of the mode of construction 

of colonialism's discursive field (28). Parry also thinks 

that such a procedure does not really liberate the colonized 

from a colonized condition because, as she puts it, in such a 

condition "heterogeneity is repressed in the monolithic 

figures and stereotypes of colonialist representation" (28). 

Parry calls for a "state of polymorphous native 'difference'" 

(28). She writes: 

To dismantle colonialist knowledge and displace the 
received narrative of colonialism's moment written 
by ruling-class historiography and perpetuated by 
the nationalist version, the founding concepts of 
the problematic must be refused. (28) 

By carrying out a textual analysis of orientalist and 

colonial discourse, Edward Said proposes a different 

dimension to post-colonial criticism. For Said, colonial 

discourse is a body of texts, the nature and function of 

which open up a wide range of possibilities for research. 

His book Oriental ism examines a vast array of colonial 

discourses. However, his view seems somehow dispersed since 

it does not attempt to locate specific sites for a thorough 

analysis. And I believe that among the factors which inform 

Said's work is a general world-wide pattern of imperial 

culture and a historical experience of resistance against the 

empire. With a focus on the modern Western empires of the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Said chooses the novel as 
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a cultural site because he considers that it is immensely 

important in the formation of imperial attitudes, references, 

and experiences. He writes: 

A great deal of recent criticism has concentrated 
on narrative fiction, yet very little attention has 
been paid to its position in the history and world 
of empire. (xii) 

In a sense like Homi Bhabha, Said articulates a close 

connection between nation and narration: "The power to 

narrate, or to block other narratives from forming and 

emerging, is very important to culture and imperialism" 

(xiii) . 

For Said, culture is not limited to a traditional 

Arnoldian notion of what is best and most refined in human 

thought and activity. It is an arena of conflict in which 

identities construct each other. Said explains: "far from 

being a placid realm of Appollonian gentility, culture can 

even be a battleground on which causes expose themselves to 

the light of day and contend with one another" (xiii). In 

this perspective, Edward Said addresses the problem of 

cultural representation as a rhetorical space that contains 

both East and West. In particular, Said looks at the manner 

in which the East and West constitute each other as a system 

of thought. 

In Oriental ism, Said argues that there is no true 

presentation of culture. There is only representation, a 
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mode of discourse motivated by the will to power. Said 

launches a polemical attack on the Western intellectual 

production from the classical period to the modern times and 

argues that the Orient is simply a textual creation of the 

Western imagination. I would argue that the Orient is more 

than a textual representation; it is a reality that the West 

has created politically and economically, a power relation 

defined by a specific socio-economic network of discursive 

practices. 

Said's Foucauldian strategies of interpretation help us 

see representations as practices closely linked to power. 

The West has for centuries spoken about and for the rest of 

the world. Orientalism is indeed a dense, scrupulously 

argued critique in which the author engages what he terms the 

fundamental consistencies in Western discourse about the 

Orient. Put differently, Said exposes the ideological 

apparatus used in the representation of the East, by pressing 

the claims of the political context, of social historicity in 

regard to any textual construct of method and truth. 

In his essay, "Intellectuals in the Post-colonial 

World," Said examines the actualities of post-colonial 

discourse with particular attention to its politics of blame. 

He suggests that we address colonial and post-colonial issues 

from an angle which he describes as "a politics of secular 
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interpretation". Instead of a politics of blame and 

denunciation, Said suggests: 

One way of getting hold of the commonest post
colonial debate is to analyze not its content, but 
its form, not what it is said so much as how it is 
said, by whom, where, and for whom. (46) 

In my view, such a suggestion is appropriate especially 

in a more complex post-colonial situation where the post-

colonial critic is, as Said puts it, "outnumbered and 

outorganized by a prevailing consensus that has come to 

regard the Third World as an atrocious nuisance" (52). The 

post-colonial critic is presented with a serious challenge 

coming from a considerably powerful system of informational 

and academic resources that has at its disposal newspapers, 

TV stations, and journals attacking what is non-white, non-

Western, and non-Judeo-Christian as terrorist and evil. 

In an engaging discussion of the narrative form in 

Conrad's Heart of Darkness, Said makes us aware of the 

totalizing nature of colonial discourse. Unlike Achebe, who 

proceeds with a politics of blame and denunciation of the 

colonial project in his reading of Conrad's work, Said 

proposes an effective politics of secular interpretation that 

presents Conrad's narrative as a self-conscious imperialist 

world-view (49). With Conrad's work in mind, Said argues 

that because of its totalizing view of things, colonial 
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confronted. 
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And ultimately, this potential reality that has remained 

inaccessible to colonial discourse erupts and comes to the 

surface in the post-colonial world. There is now a 

tremendously energetic attempt to expand the terrain of 

interpretation and re-inscribe world views coming from voices 

of the Third World. As an instance, Said juxtaposes two 

texts dealing with one historical moment, but from two 

different perspectives: Description de l'Egypte and Abdel 

Rahaman Al-Jabarti's Journal. Description de l'Egypte is a 

colonial text produced by a team of scholars under Napoleon 

and which has its own rhetoric of domination; Al-Jabarti's 

Journal is a native text that translates the colonial reality 

from the point of view of an Egyptian native. 

Said's important contribution to post-colonial criticism 

is clearly articulated in his essay "Oriental ism 

Reconsidered" in which he argues that writing coming from 

marginal and oppositional consciousness implies "nothing less 

than the creation of new objects for a new kind of knowledge" 

(91). This has an important consequence for post-colonial 

discourse because it advances new theoretical models and 

ideological stances which seek to upset and alter the 

existing paradigms. For Said, such writings are "political 

and practical in as much as they intend . . . the end of 
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dominating, coercive systems of knowledge" (l06). Said's 

critique of orientalism is aimed at deconstructing the 

science of imperialism. It has also broadened and enriched 

colonial discourse analysis by pointing to rich sites for 

more systematic and engaging interrogations of Western forms 

of knowledge. 

Edward Said presents exile as a condition intimately 

associated with post-coloniality. Not many theorists of 

colonial discourse working in the metropolis, where most 

exiles end up, seem to pay special attention to this very 

sensitive issue. In his essay "Reflections on Exile," Said 

defines exile as a rift between the self and its true home. 

The modern period is a period of anxiety and estrangement 

provoked by difficult political situations, such as wars or 

totalitarian regimes. Said also argues that the modern 

Western culture is to a greater extent the work of exiles, 

emigres, and refugees, particularly when we see that a whole 

genre of twentieth-century literature is about exiles and by 

exiles. Said considers exile a painful historical moment 

that affects not only individuals but masses of people 

"bundled out of their homes and prodded, bussed or walked to 

enclaves in other regions" (l6l). 

Said explains nationalism as a collective ethos and a 

coherent amalgam of social and cultural practices by means of 

which people display a rhetoric of belonging to a place that 
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has historical and geographical landmarks. For the exile, 

the only space there is, as Said puts it, "is the perilous 

territory of not-belonging" (162). Said mentions several 

individuals who have experienced exile: Dante, Joyce (who 

chose to be in exile), Conrad, Faiz Ahmed Faiz. The feeling 

that exiles share is that "no matter how well they may do, 

they are always eccentrics who feel their difference as a 

kind of orphanhood" (167). The right to refuse to belong 

comes as a result of no-belonging. And Said in some ways 

celebrates this attitude by commenting on Adorno's master 

work, Reflections from a Mutilated Life, and by turning the 

physical displacement of exiles into an intellectual mission 

that makes them see life, including language, as a commodity, 

as objects for sale. In this sense, everything becomes 

contingent and provisional. There is no fixed abode, no safe 

home. The entire world is a foreign land. 

To me, the most important implication that post-colonial 

critics in the metropolitan world can make from Said's work 

on issues of orientalism, culture, and politics is that 

colonial discourse analysis should not limit itself to the 

study of the impact of the West on the Third World. It 

should rather step out of the arena of combat and examine the 

issues completely. This is an avenue that post-colonial 

feminist critics, such as Gayatri Spivak and Benita Parry, 
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have been following in their discourse on colonialism and the 

post-colonial condition. 

Gayatri Spivak takes up the argument of subject 

formation and in some ways like Edward Said, she argues that 

the Other which Europe has constructed as a homogeneous 

cultural object is in fact heterogeneous. From a Marxist

feminist-deconstructivist angle, she maintains that women are 

constructed as subaltern subjects and that they are doubly 

disempowered, first by a native male dominant society and, 

second, by a male dominant British imperialist culture. In 

effect, the work of Gayatri Spivak is an important instance 

of deconstructive practice in which she engages in a serious 

criticism of the binary opposition between colonizer and 

colonized. Her criticism is carried out by a scrupulous and 

thorough examination of the heterogeneity of the colonial 

system of power in which she exposes "the complicity of the 

two poles of that opposition as it constitutes the 

disciplinary enclave of the critique of imperialism" (qtd. in 

Parry 28-29) . 

Spivak engages in a serious project of deconstructing 

Western epistemology by complicating the notion of a politics 

of interpretation of texts. Her shrewd criticism of a number 

of views expressed by a group of Western intellectuals in a 

symposium titled "The Politics of Interpretation" gives her a 

legitimate position as an oppositional voice in the current 
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debate over the issues of ideology, representation, feminism, 

and so forth. She puts under careful scrutiny critics such 

as Stephen Toulmin, Ronald Dworkin, Donald Davie, Wayne 

Booth, Stanley Cavell, and Julia Kristeva, all of whom were 

contributors to this symposium. 

Spivak claims that we cannot possibly speak of a 

politics of interpretation without a working notion of 

ideology, the implications of which would "undo the 

oppositions between determinism and free will and between 

conscious choice and unconscious reflex" (347). Spivak 

understands ideology in action as something that "a group 

takes to be natural and self-evident" (347). Also ideology 

is "both the condition and the effect of the constitution of 

the subject of ideology as freely willing and consciously 

choosing in a world that is seen as background" (347). For 

Spivak, ideology operates in "the shifting spectrum between 

subject-constitution and group-constitution" (347). And this 

makes her aware of the fact that "a persistent critique of 

ideology is forever incomplete" (347). Here Spivak wants to 

suggest the usefulness of a broader concept of ideology and 

by the same token, she wants to note some aspects of ideology 

at work. These aspects are: conserving the sovereign 

subject, excluding a monolithic Marxism, and excluding or 

appropriating a homogeneous woman. 



Spivak argues that "one cannot of course 'choose' to 

step out of ideology" (351). She writes: 

The most responsible "choice" seems to be to know 
it as best one can, recognize it as best one can, 
and, through one's necessarily inadequate 
interpretation, to work to change it, to 
acknowledge the challenge of: "Men make their own 
history, but they do not choose the script" 
[author's emphasis]. (351) 

~pivak suggests that the freedom of choice by a freely 
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choosing subject that Tou1min, Davie, Dworkin, and Booth talk 

about, is itself "the ideology of free enterprise at work" 

(352). As Pierre Macherey points out in A Theory of Literary 

Production: "We always eventually find, at the edge of the 

text, the language of ideology, momentarily hidden, but 

eloquent by its very absence" (qtd. in Spivak 353). It is 

recognizably a politics of interpretation. She proposes that 

within a broad nption of ideology, "the subject does not lose 

its power to act or resist but is seen as irretrievably 

plural" (352). I think Spivak makes a very important 

statement here about the notion of plurality of authority. 

That is, all texts are seen to be composed as serials by 

various hands. Texts draw upon other texts. 

For Spivak, deconstruction interprets writing as "the 

name of that which must be excluded as the other in order to 

conserve the same" (354). Spivak quotes Macherey: "What is 

important in the work is what it does not say" (354). This 

is important because in the work the elaboration of the 
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journey is, as she puts it, "acted out, in a sort of journey 

to silence" (354). 

Spivak does not show much sympathy for Kristeva or for 

French critics in general, because she considers that they 

make sweeping generalizations in their arguments. For 

Spivak, Kristeva fails to question the sociohistorical 

symptomaticity of psychoanalysis as a disciplinary practice 

(358). Put simply, in Spivak's view, Kristeva lacks a 

political, historical, and cultural perspective on 

psychoanalysis as a movement. 

For Spivak, women are "the ideologically excluded other" 

(361). She critiques the manner in which feminism is viewed 

by some Western male critics, such as Davie and Terry 

Eagleton. For example, Davie reproaches feminists for not 

differentiating among women of different countries (qtd. in 

Spivak 363). Spivak rejects this criticism by insisting on 

the fact that feminists today are chiefly concerned with the 

heterogeneity of the feminist situation. She also objects to 

Terry Eagleton's attempt to accommodate feminism as a 

movement within the evolution of Marxist criticism (365). 

She asks a very interesting question, this time not about the 

exclusion of women, but about the inclusion/accommodation of 

feminism by male critics in their critical inquiry: "Why is 

it that male critics in search of a cause find in feminist 

criticism their best hope?" (366). In sum, Spivak offers an 
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engaging post-colonial feminist discussion of some aspects of 

the interpretive politics operating in Western epistemology. 

Her emphasis on the usefulness of a broader notion of 

ideology makes such a discussion even more compelling. 

Two observations come to mind in reading Spivak's 

argument. First, her meticulously formulated arguments rely 

heavily on refutation. Spivak dismisses many views and 

points out many gaps in the positions advanced by a large 

number of Western critics. In my view, such practice is 

consistent with the role and intention that post-colonial 

critics in the metropolitan world assume in the context of a 

heated debate over issues of race, gender, representation, 

and so forth. However, Spivak's argument itself--and this is 

the second observation that comes to mind here--lacks 

pertinent questions about the politics of interpretation. 

The question "Why is it that male critics in search of a 

cause find in feminist criticism their best hope?" is perhaps 

not helpful enough to grasp a complex discursive situation. 

Also, Spivak's suggestion concerning the usefulness of a 

broader notion of ideology is certainly an important one, but 

without a rigorous examination of how the concept of ideology 

is going to be useful, the suggestion remains truncated. 

However, Spivak's project remains a significant critique 

of Western efforts to problematize the subject and in 

particular the manner in which the Third-World subject is 
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represented within Western discourse. In her essay "Can the 

Subaltern Speak?" Spivak argues that Western intellectual 

production is in many ways complicit with Western 

international economic interests and she offers an 

alternative analysis of the relations between the discourses 

of the West and the possibility of speaking of (or for) the 

subaltern woman. To carry out this investigation, Spivak 

takes a specific case from India, particularly the status of 

the British abolition of widow sacrifice in India. She 

demonstrates an intelligent understanding of the British 

codification of Hindu Law, which adds significance to her 

discussion of widow-sacrifice. 

In fact, Spivak questions the contention put forward by 

post-structuralists such as Foucault and Deleuze that the 

oppressed are in a position to know their conditions and 

ultimately speak. Her position is that in the context of 

colonial production the subaltern has no history and 

therefore cannot speak. For Spivak, the subaltern as female 

is even more deeply in shadow because she is doubly 

oppressed, first by men of her own culture and second by 

imperialism. This puts women in a situation where they have 

no power at all to speak. As Benita Parry observes, Spivak 

"gives no speaking part to the colonized" (35). In her study 

of imperialism, Spivak posits the native as a historically 

muted subject. The subaltern cannot speak since the Hindu 
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patriarchal code together with colonialism's representation 

of Hindu culture converge to efface all traces of woman's 

voice. Spivak's work denounces a double oppression of native 

women, caught between the domination of a patriarchal Hindu 

society and a foreign male dominant imperialist ideology. 

However, in her denunciation of the effects of these forms of 

power on Indian women, Spivak actually effaces the place from 

which women may speak or represent themselves and ultimately 

articulate a marginal, but potentially subversive discourse. 

In fact, Spivak's women are locked in a double gesture of 

patriarchy and empire. As Benita Parry quite convincingly 

observes, while evoking the work of Lata Mani and Chandra 

Talpade Mohanty, 

Since the native woman is constructed within 
multiple social relationships and positioned as the 
product of different class, caste and cultural 
specifities, it should be possible to locate traces 
and testimony of women's voice on those sites where 
women inscribed themselves as healers, ascetics, 
singers of sacred songs, artisans and artists. (35) 

Such a view clearly modifies Spivak's notion of a silent 

subaltern and restores the power of speech to women. 

Spivak maintains that Deconstruction is useful because 

it proposes a rigorous critique of European ethnocentrism in 

the constitution of the Other. For Spivak, even though 

Deconstruction is an essentially European philosophy, it 

still articulates the European Subject's tendency to 

constitute the Other as marginal to ethnocentrism and locates 



that as the problem with all logocentric endeavors. Spivak 

also finds Foucault useful in the sense that he exposes, as 

she puts it, "the mechanics of disciplinarization and 

institutionalization, the constitution, as it were, of the 

colonizer" (294). 
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In the context of feminism and more particularly with 

respect to her discussion of widow sacrifice in British 

India, Spivak observes that the question of 'woman' seems 

most problematic and she concludes: "Clearly, if you are 

poor, black, and female you get it in three ways" (294). As 

a product of these considerations, she shrewdly interprets 

the abolition of widow sacrifice in the following terms: 

"White men are saving brown women from brown men" (296). 

I would argue that Spivak's deconstructive approach 

presents us with a serious limitation because, as Parry 

remarks, it assigns "an absolute power to the hegemonic 

discourse in constituting and disarticulating the native" 

(34). I would also argue that the question "can the 

subaltern speak?" that Spivak raises does not really free 

Indian women from a phalocentric order that defines them as 

subaltern. I would suggest that instead of a yes-no 

question, which does not really provide much space to explore 

the complex phenomena of subjectivity (the subaltern in the 

Indian case) and speech, the problem can be approached from a 

different perspective. Given the fact that speech is, as 
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Foucault describes it, "the very object of conflict," more 

helpful questions would be: Who gets the power to speak? How 

is this power appropriated? How do the roles of those 

involved in a given power relation get defined? What effects 

do power relations produce in naming and defining the roles 

of the participants involved? Such questions call for a more 

systematic examination of the colonial discursive practices 

and their effects in the construction of the "subaltern". 

More importantly, such questions about the power structures 

involved in representation will allow the feminist post

colonial critic to reject the master narratives and 

consequently any position of marginality allocated to women. 

In this perspective, women will emerge out of marginality and 

muteness as a speaking productive force. 

Parry suggests four strategies for effecting a change of 

terrain in post-colonial criticism. First, she wants to 

demonstrate how power inhabits the colonial system of 

oppositions and how in the process of making meaning these 

oppositions are repositioned as interdependent. Second, she 

wants to "decentre the native as a fixed, unified object of 

colonialist knowledge" by showing how the contradictory mode 

of address in colonialist discourse constitutes "an 

ambivalent positioned colonial subject" (29). Third, she 

wants to break the construct of a monolithic and deliberative 

colonial authority by illustrating "the dispersed space of 
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power and a disseminated apparatus, wielded by diverse agents 

and effecting multiple situations and relations" (29). And 

finally, she wants to dispel "the representation of brute, 

institutional repression by making known the devious 

techniques of obligation and persuasion with which the native 

colludes but simultaneously resists" (29). From this 

perspective, criticism as she puts it "reveals for analysis 

the differential, variously positioned native" (29). 

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, Benita Parry 

historicizes post-colonial discourse in a very intelligent 

manner by showing the trends and limitations of several 

attempts made by post-colonial critics to redefine the 

position of the colonial subject. She puts under serious 

scrutiny the work of Frantz Fanon, Edward Said, Gayatri 

Spivak, Homi Bhabha, and Abdul JanMohamed. Parry shows some 

important implications in Fanon's oppositional discourse, 

with particular reference to his book Black Skin, White 

Masks. She brings in Bhabha's reading of Fanon's text as 

well as Abdul JanMohamed's Manichean Aesthetics in her 

discussion of Fanon's thinking in order to bring different 

analyses of colonial discourse into focus (31-32). For 

Parry, Abdul JanMohamed's work is concerned with a mode of 

ideological analysis and the work of Homi Bhabha and Gayatri 

Spivak is interpreted as instances of deconstructive 

practices. 
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In fact, Parry questions the parameters within which 

colonial discourse analysis works. She observes: 

Having freed the study of colonialist writing from 
an empiricist criticism and a liberal politics to 
disclose the ideological construction of 
colonialism's objects of knowledge, colonial 
discourse analysis has generated its own 
theoretical difficulties. (33) 

One theoretical difficulty has to do with what she describes 

as the processes of othering "luxated from the more extensive 

... discursive practices of imperialism" (33). Benita Parry 

specifically targets the work of Spivak and Bhabha to show 

"the productive capacity and limitations of their different 

deconstructive practices" and also to propose that "the 

protocols of their dissimilar methods act to constrain the 

development of an anti-imperialist critique" (34). Parry 

considers that Spivak's approach assigns "an absolute power 

to the hegemonic discourse in constituting and 

disarticulating the native" (34). She also considers that 

Homi Bhabha adopts a different perspective, which she 

describes in the following terms: 

Through recovering how the master discourse was 
interrogated by the natives in their own accents, 
[Homi Bhabha] produces an autonomous position for 
the colonial within the confines of the hegemonic 
discourse, and because of this enunciates a very 
different 'politics'" (39-40). 

For Homi Bhabha, the master discourse has already been 

questioned by the colonized in native accents. That is, the 

subaltern has spoken. This position reminds us of Edward 
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Said's statement about Al-Jabarti's Journal in response to 

the French expedition of Egypt in the 1820s. More important, 

the implication that we can draw from Homi Bhabha's argument 

is that the post-colonial critic's task in reading colonial 

discourse is to uncover and restore native voices. Homi 

Bhabha draws upon Freud, Lacan, and Foucault in 

deconstructing colonial texts. He argues that the English 

book as a signifier of authority gets its meaning after what 

he describes as "the traumatic scenario of colonial 

difference, cultural or racial" (150). The English book, 

Bhabha explains, "returns the eye of power to some prior, 

archaic image or identity" (150). As a consequence, Bhabha 

maintains, "such an image can neither be 'original'--by 

virtue of the act of repetition that constructs it--nor 

'identical' --by virtue of the difference that defines it" 

(150). He comes to the following conclusion: 

The colonial presence is always ambivalent, 
split between its appearance as original and 
authoritative and its articulation as repetition 
and difference. (150) 

As Benita Parry observes, by taking such a stance, Homi 

Bhabha specifies "the force of colonial discourse as the need 

to dispute singularities of difference and to articulate 

modes of differentiation" (40). 

Parry highlights the difference between Homi Bhabha and 

Gayatri Spivak in their treatment of colonialist discourse: 
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Where Spivak in inspecting the absence of a text 
that can answer back after the planned epistemic 
violence of the imperialist project finds pockets 
of non-cooperation in 'the dubious place of the 
free will of the (female) sexed subject', Bhabha 
produces for scrutiny a discursive situation making 
for recurrent instances of transgression performed 
by the native from within and against colonial 
discourse. (41) 

Parry explains that Bhabha's theoretical approach succeeds in 

unveiling those moments when colonial discourse is disturbed 

at its source by what she describes "a doubleness of 

enunciation" (42). In this perspective, colonial discourse 

is subverted by the object of its representation. For Parry, 

this subversive force is clearly felt when "the scenario 

written by colonialism is given a performance by the native 

that estranges and undermines the colonialist script" (42). 

The argument is that the colonized pull apart the colonialist 

text by re-articulating it in a broken imperialist language. 

This mimicry allows the natives to distort the meaning and 

message of the colonial text and consequently hinder the 

absolute exercise of colonial power (42). 

However, Benita Parry remarks that despite significant 

differences in their critical practices, Spivak and Bhabha 

share a common ground: 

For Spivak, imperialism's epistemic bellicosity 
decimated the old culture and left the colonized 
without the ground from which they could utter 
confrontational words; for Bhabha, the stratagems 
and subterfuges to which the native resorted 
destabilized the effectivity of the English book 
but did not write an alternative text. (43) 
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In effect, Parry is close to suggesting that post-colonial 

criticism does not confront Western epistemology with another 

knowledge because it is still concerned with deconstructing 

colonial discourse. I would push Parry's point further and 

suggest that post-colonial criticism is still part of the 

Western epistemology that it contests. It still relies on 

Western theories of interpretation and it still addresses a 

specialized audience based in the metropolitan center. 

Parry once more invokes Fanon, who argues that by 

borrowing the white man's aestheticism in writing an 

oppositional discourse, the post-colonial intellectual 

creates a literature of resistance which will disrupt 

literary styles and themes, construct a completely new 

audience and shape national consciousness. This will 

ultimately give it new forms and contours and will open up 

before it new and unlimited horizons (45). Parry considers 

this an important move which colonial discourse analysis has 

not yet looked at. For such a process to be examined, she 

suggests the following procedure: 

A cartography of imperialist ideology more 
extensive than its address in the colonialist 
space, as well as a conception of the native as 
historical subject and agent of an oppositional 
discourse is needed. (45) 

In Parry's view, Abdul JanMohamed's Manichean Aesthetics 

offers an important angle for this type of mapping that she 

thinks is needed in colonial discourse analysis. According 
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to Parry, Abdul JanMohamed's work examines the Anglophone 

fiction of colonial Africa in the hegemonic phase and 

articulates the ideological mission of African writing in 

English. In some ways like Achebe, Abdul JanMohamed wants to 

retrieve the value and dignity of an African past insulted by 

colonial representation. More important, Abdul JanMohamed 

wants a post-colonial criticism that counters the epistemic 

universalities of a liberal criticism which imposes Western 

notions of interpretation on African cultures. 

For JanMohamed, Western literature fabricated a 

traditional Africa. And as a response to this, African 

writers produced realist representations of African cultural 

perceptions and values. As Parry observes, "where the 

hegemonic fiction contrived apologias for colonialism, 

African novels answered with a story of social havoc and 

psychic damage inflicted by the white invasion" (46). Parry 

goes on to say that "such [African] fiction restores to the 

dislocated colonial the image of the collective subject, of 

the integrated self in vital interactions with an authentic 

cultural community" (46-47). However, JanMohamed's area of 

study is, according to Parry, "largely populated by writings 

which manipulate but do not break with established fictional 

forms" (47). 

Parry acknowledges the importance of JanMohamed's work 

and explains: 
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[His work] sets out to study literature as a 
cultural text and rhetorical practice produced and 
performed within determinate historical, social and 
political conditions which enable and constrain the 
construction of meaning. (49) 

However, she suggests what is missing in JanMoharned's 

Manichean Aesthetics: 

An engagement with the manifold and conflicting 
textual inscriptions--the discontinuities, 
defensive rhetorical strategies and unorthodox 
language challenging official thought, the 
disruptions of structural unity effected by 
divergent and discordant voices--as the location 
and source of the text's politics. (49) 

Parry also notes: 

A theory of colonial discourse which refuses both 
a eurocentric world history underwriting the West's 
cultural hegemony and nationalist narratives of 
liberation has turned in on itself and away from 
redrawing the map of the world drawn by the texts 
of imperialism. (52) 

Parry considers that there is a trend in post-colonial 

criticism toward conflating issues of race, class, ethnicity, 

and gender in its critique of imperialism (52). Bringing 

"distinct and specific modes of oppression" together is an 

important strategy because it helps post-colonial critics to 

construct an archeology of Knowledge. This reminds us of 

Edward Said's notion of an archeology of knowledge whose 

actualities "lie considerably below the surface hitherto 

assumed to be the true texture, and textuality, of what we 

study as literature, history, culture, and philosophy" (64). 
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Parry makes a similar argument when she maintains that 

deconstructing the texts of late nineteenth-century 

imperialism will clearly show the use and permutation of 

categories such as race, class, and gender in the West's 

representations of itself "as possessing a knowledge and a 

moral authority that was its entitlement to exercise global 

power" (54). Such an examination will also expose Europe's 

sense of "right and duty to appropriate the bounty of nature 

wasted by the natives to benefit its industrial classes and 

feed its hungry" (54). For Parry, Europe's utilitarian 

discourse "joined to a teleological one" (54). Parry 

concludes that the response to the colonial project lies in 

what she describes as "the labour of producing a counter

discourse displacing imperialism's dominative system of 

knowledge" (55). For Parry, only those intellectuals engaged 

in articulating a critique from outside the metropolis can 

qualify for such a mission. She calls upon theorists of 

colonial discourse to continue the struggle begun by anti

colonial movements, to sustain the connections between 

"imperialism's material aggression and its epistemic 

violence," and to expose "the relationships between its 

ideological address to the colonial and the imperialist 

culture of the metropolitan powers" (55). 

To me, Parry has carried out a sustained and careful 

discussion of some post-colonial critics. She has 
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articulated a conflict between the views of Fanon, Bhabha, 

Spivak, JanMohamed, and Jameson. She somehow reiterates 

Said's view concerning the need for the construction of an 

archeology of imperialist discourse. She stresses the need 

for a critique of the taxonomy of values enunciated by 

imperialist discourse, which I believe is an excellent idea. 

The most important implication that we can draw from such a 

serious task of historicizing post-colonial criticism is that 

"the native" that Western epistemology silences and 

homogenizes is in fact articulate, multivocal, and 

multicultural. Also Benita Parry leaves the possibilities 

for interpreting and deconstructing imperialist discourse 

open. 

The implications that we can draw from this debate over 

the post-colonial condition is obviously the emphasis on the 

phenomena of distance and difference. In other words, post

colonial texts present us with a unique relationship between 

writers and readers who may not necessarily be located in the 

same cultural context. Such a distance provides us with what 

W. D. Ashcroft describes as "a totally ambivalent site for 

communication" (60). Moreover, this unique situation 

complicates the notion of context for us. Put simply, how 

meaning is constructed in post-colonial writings is made much 

more pertinent by a discursive event in which writers and 

readers, to quote Ashcroft once again, "may have ranges of 
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experience and assumptions which may not be expected to 

overlap greatly, if at all" (60). This has an important 

consequence for us in the sense that this type of writing 

calls for a sustained effort of contextualization of the 

discursive event and of a serious adjustment of our modes of 

interpretation. Whose context are we talking about here? 

Who has the authority to define and sanction the theoretical, 

political, and historical delimitations of context? Who are 

the players engaged in the construction of context? These 

are some of the pertinent questions that come to nag 

theoreticians of colonial discourse today. 



CHAPTER TWO 

CLASSICAL RHETORIC AS A CONTACT ZONE BETWEEN THE 
GRECO-ROMAN WORLD AND THE NEAR EAST 

If it is history we want, then it is a history of 
conflict. 
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Roberto Calasso, The Marriage 
of Cadmus and Harmony 

My argument in this chapter is that the classical Greco-

Roman world was multicultural and that the Near East had 

played an important part in the construction of the Western 

rhetorical tradition during the classical period. This 

position rests on the fact that the study of rhetoric today 

is caught in some of the more challenging implications of 

critical theory and is therefore becoming more and more 

irregular, interdisciplinary, and multicultural. In effect, 

the writing of the history of rhetoric has become a 

controversial issue complicated by several claims and 

competing ideological stances that a number of critics 

consciously or unconsciously adopt in their efforts to 

address the question of a revisionary history of rhetoric. 

For example, in "Revisionary History: The Dialectical 

Method," James Berlin maintains that it is important to 

undertake a serious discussion of the history of rhetoric 

because the discipline has for twenty-five hundred years 
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formed the basis of all education in the Western world. 

Berlin suggests two procedures for writing a revisionary 

history of rhetoric: first, a critique of the histories which 

have so far been written; second, a theoretical description 

of the histories which ought to follow. For the first task, 

Berlin proposes a Foucauldian approach; for the second, he 

suggests Marxist criticism (48). For her part, Susan 

Jarratt, showing particular interest in the sophists, asserts 

that the point for a sophistic historiography is "the 

disruption of the conventional expectation that a history be 

a complete, replete, full, and logically consistent narrative 

record" (16). As a contribution to a useful theoretical 

framework for writing modern revisionary histories of 

rhetoric, Jarratt suggests the work of Friedrich Nietzsche, 

Michel Foucault, and Hayden White. John Schilb shows a 

concern with going beyond intellectual history to include a 

range of previously neglected material circumstances that 

should inform the writing of history itself. This concern to 

acknowledge the importance of rhetorics so far marginalized 

sterns from his interest in deconstruction, feminism, and 

Marxist criticism. 

These theoretical efforts are primarily motivated by 

what William Covino describes as "the instability of the 

'rhetorical tradition'" (2). In The Art of Wondering, Covino 

alerts us to this indeterminacy of the 'rhetorical 
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tradition', suggesting that we pay attention to the 

relationships among versions of history. For Covino, our 

approaches to reading the history of rhetoric and the 

implications that we draw for teaching are biased, not only 

insofar as certain episodes are excluded, but also because 

historians bring to their interpretations of events "a 

special narrow-mindedness" (3). This narrow-mindedness is 

vitally dependent on our experiences of the present because 

all history is, in Foucauldian terms, a history about the 

present. Put simply, our views concerning an older 

discipline like rhetoric need to be constantly questioned and 

its histories revised particularly in a society so unstable 

and so much saturated with information and experiences of all 

kinds. 

From this perspective, the revisionary history that I 

want to propose here features aspects of the Near Eastern 

cultural influence which have not been given any place in the 

"rhetorical tradition." These influences still remain 

scarcely noticed in the canon of historical rhetoric, though, 

I must add, some leading scholars in the discipline today 

have pointed out the importance of such influence. For 

example, in most of his publications, George Kennedy often 

briefly refers to Asianism and its relation to the Attic 

style during the classical period, the influence of the 

Aristotelian tradition on Syriac, Armenian, and Arabic, and 



70 

finally the work of medieval Muslim commentators such as Al

Farabi (194). 

While much of the material that I will present here is 

familiar to some, the arguments for such interaction between 

East and West should raise significant issues with respect to 

the aims and methods of rhetorical historiography, its 

theoretical problems, and pedagogical implications. Among 

the texts that I want to examine in this revisionary view of 

classical rhetoric is the Histories of Herodotus, an 

excellent narrative that gives ample evidence of cultural 

contact between ancient Egypt and classical Greece. Although 

the Histories is initially a historical account of the 

conflict between the Greeks and the Persians, it is a work in 

which students of classical history in general and classical 

rhetoric in particular should take an interest. It provides 

significant historical, geographical, sociological, and 

mythological information about Egypt, Mesopotamia, Persia, 

and the northern parts of Africa. This information 

inevitably complicates the traditional tendency to think of 

Greece as a world unto itself. 



The Greeks in the Near East 

According to Herodotus, Greece had drawn to a large 

extent upon the cultures of the Near East in matters 

concerning law, religion, and writing. This is of great 

significance for rhetoricians, since law, religion, and 

writing are cultural artifacts which touch upon some of the 

most important institutional and cultural developments of 

Greek public life. In discussing how the public is 

constituted, what sorts of citizens should compose it, and 

what institutional roles citizens should play, the Greeks 

considered rhetoric an essential strategy that would allow 

them to grasp the dynamic nature of the highest political 

institution in their everyday concerns. 
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The work of Herodotus is full of accounts about Greek 

scholars such as Pythagoras, Eudoxus of Knidus, and others 

who had visited Egypt in order to study Egyptian philosophy, 

law, religion, and astronomy so that they could construct a 

paradigm that would enable them to corne to terms with social, 

religious, and scientific questions regarding the formation 

of the Greek city state. In Book I, for example, Herodotus 

refers to the visit of Solon the Athenian to the court of 

Arnasis in Egypt. Solon, a distinguished teacher of his time, 

invented a code of laws for Athens at the request of his 

countrymen, and Herodotus believes that Solon had gone to 

Egypt for that purpose. Solon's cultural importance was 
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recognized by Plato in his theological and astronomical 

dialogues, Timaeus and Critias, to which I shall return later 

in this chapter. 

Isocrates recognizes the importance of the Eastern 

cultural influence in his work. Isocrates is a rhetorician 

who called for a Panhellenic unity of Athenians and Spartans 

against the "barbarians" of Asia Minor. In Busiris, 

Isocrates pictures the Egyptians as the most blessed people 

in the world because they had a form of government for which 

his most reputable fellow philosophers in Greece expressed 

deep admiration (18). According to Martin Bernal, Busiris is 

meant to be "a eulogy to Busiris as a mythical lawgiver and 

to the perfection of the constitution he had devised for 

Egypt" (103). 

As regards religion, Herodotus maintains that the Greeks 

borrowed the names of the twelve gods from the Egyptians, who 

introduced the practice of altars, images, and temples. 

Herodotus explains that the Greeks were fascinated by 

Egyptian religion and consequently devoted much of their time 

to study it (2: 48). In Busiris, Isocrates directs attention 

to the work of Pythagoras, who had studied Egyptian 

philosophy and religion and introduced them to the Greeks. 

"On a visit to Egypt," Isocrates writes, Pythagoras "became a 

student of the religion of the people, and was the first to 

bring to the Greeks all philosophy" (28). 
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It is believed that Plato himself might have spent some 

time in Egypt, probably around the year 390 B.C.E., and he 

probably encountered his favorite oath "by the dog" there. 

In Gorgias, Socrates addresses Gorgias saying: "By the dog, 

Gorgias, there will be a great deal of discussion, before we 

get at the truth of all this" (461). In the same dialogue, 

Socrates addresses Callicles, using the same oath: 

If you leave her [philosophy] unrefuted, by the 
dog, the god of Egypt, I declare, 0 Callicles, that 
Callicles will never be at one with himself, but 
that his whole life will be a discord. (482) 

Bernal notes that this oath was borrowed from Egypt, where 

the god Anubis was represented with a dog's head (70).1 In 

any event, among other linguistic material available to us in 

the Platonic tradition, "by the dog" is of greater 

significance in tracing aspects of cultural influence from 

the Near East on classical Greece, since it demonstrates a 

sense of presence, a feeling that we are in close contact 

with a sacred object of worship, whose instrumentality and 

power Plato invokes. More important, the Platonic oath, like 

many other language features in the dialogues, is inherently 

culture bound because it announces the presence of Egyptian 

culture in the everyday idioms and theological references of 

Ancient Greece. 

1. There were "dog priests" in Canaan, too (i.e., Palestine). The 
jackal guarding the underworld in Egypt. 
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The Dionysian cult was another important borrowing from 

Egyptian religion. Several features of this cult are found 

in the ceremonial meetings, processions, and liturgies 

described in Greek tragedy. According to Herodotus, 

Melampus, the son of Amy theon, had learned about this worship 

during his visit to Egypt: 

Now I have an idea that Melampus the son of 
Amytheon knew all about this ceremony; for it was 
he who introduced the name of Dionysius into 
Greece, together with the sacrifice in his honor 
and the phallic procession ... and from Melampus 
the Greeks learned the rites which now they 
perform. (2: 48) 

For Bernal, in addition to the names of gods from Egypt, the 

rituals of the Dionysian cult had a great impact in the 

formation of society in Ancient Greece, since they had become 

institutionalized religious practices. Bernal also claims 

that Pythagoras was closely associated with the Dionysian 

cult, that he had brought back with him from Egypt 

mathematical and religious principles, and that he had 

founded the Pythagorean brotherhood along what were generally 

known to be Egyptian lines (105). 

Writing was perhaps the most important cultural artifact 

that provoked the interest of the Greeks in Near Eastern 

religion. In Book V, Herodotus remarks that after their 

settlement in Greece, the Phoenicians who came with Kadmus 

introduced a number of accomplishments, the most important of 

which was writing, an art until then unknown to the Greeks 
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(5: 58). The introduction of writing into Greece was vitally 

important because the transition from an oral society to a 

literate society depended on the alphabet. In Phaedrus, 

Plato devotes a whole section to the discussion of the effect 

of writing on Egyptian culture and draws some significant 

implications for the construction of his philosophical 

project. I shall discuss Plato's views regarding writing 

later in this chapter. 

In his work Morals, Plutarch pictures the work of 

Herodotus as "a malicious narration" because it uses "the 

most odious terms" in relating its story (332). For 

Plutarch, Herodotus delights in speaking evil of the Greeks 

and deliberately passes over their great actions and 

honorable deeds (332). Plutarch perceives Herodotus as "so 

favorable to the barbarians" because he attributes to the 

Egyptians much religion and justice and casts abominable 

wickedness on the Greeks (335-336). However, Plutarch notes 

the highly persuasive character of the Histories: 

But he [Herodotus] is an acute writer, his style is 
pleasant, there is a certain grace, force, and 
elegance in his narrations; and he has, like a 
musician, pronounced his discourse, though not 
knowingly, still clearly and elegantly. These 
things delight, please, and affect all men. (371) 

The highly persuasive character of the Histories leads 

Plutarch to caution the reader against the power of the words 

that this work unfolds: 



So must we take heed of the calumnies and 
envy lying hid under smooth and well-couched 
phrases and expressions, lest we imprudently 
entertain absurd and false opinions of the most 
excellent and greatest cities and men of Greece. 
(371 ) 
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Plutarch associates the beauty of style in the Histories with 

deceit. Addressing Alexander, he writes: 

The style, 0 Alexander, of Herodotus, as being 
simple, free, and easily suiting itself to its 
subject, has deceived many; but more, a persuasion 
of his dispositions being equally sincere. (331) 

Whether the Histories ought to be taken seriously and 

considered as a reliable source for historians of classical 

Greece, or whether it should be flatly dismissed as a bunch 

of lies has been the subject of a heated discussion opposing 

two schools of critics: the apologists and the skeptics. The 

skeptics argue that the work of Herodotus is a series of lies 

because of its unreliable sources. Whereas the apologists 

consider the Histories a serious historical account that 

deserves to be treated seriously. The failure of both the 

apologists and the skeptics to see the work of Herodotus as a 

work of fiction is the starting point of a recent work on the 

Histories by the German scholar Detlev Fehling. In Herodotus 

and His "Sources": Citation, Invention and Narrative, Fehling 

argues that the apologists have not succeeded in ruling out 

the improbabilities involved in the Histories; whereas the 

skeptics have failed to appreciate the literary character of 

the work of Herodotus (9). Fehling maintains that the 
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citations in the Histories are "free literary creations" and 

therefore the whole work should not be taken too seriously 

and should rather be read as a work of fiction (9). I reject 

Fehling's argument on the ground that the Histories is an 

account about real people, real places, and real facts that 

other classical figures, including Isocrates, Plato, and 

later Cicero, recognized as being real. 

However, I share with Fehling the view that there is an 

artistic treatment of facts in the work of Herodotus in the 

sense that we are presented with a complex construct, an 

amalgam of facts and fiction in which various sources merge, 

verse and prose blend, the expository style and other 

narrative techniques meet. More important, we find 

informants from the two sides of the Mediterranean: Greeks, 

Egyptians, Libyans, Persians, and Phoenicians. This 

complicates the notion of reality for us in the sense that 

there are several authorities and sources involved in the 

construction of the Mediterranean world. 

These sources, whether in the form of written documents, 

or stories transmitted orally, or monuments used as pieces of 

evidence, are all together molded in a polyphonic work 

reflecting the complex multicultural character of the 

civilizations of both the Near East and classical Greece. 

Equally important, the Histories reflects a heterogeneous 

social construct in which there are many narratives involving 



78 

different sorts of people, such as priests, philosophers, 

guides, story tellers, all of whom are implicated in various 

degrees in the fabrication of cultures. In fact, the 

Histories displays a wealth of information about classical 

history, mythology, and literature, and it ultimately offers 

several possibilities for research in departments of English, 

classics, and cultural studies. 
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Plato and the Egyptian Myth of Writing 

In addition to the Histories, other classical rhetorical 

texts also allude to the importance of the cultures of the 

Near East. In Plato's work, the chief theme of the discourse 

of Socrates is the state. Plato argues that rhetoric does 

not serve the ends of justice because it is associated with 

deceit and common opinion, doxa. And one could argue that 

Plato's dissatisfaction with the Greek system of government, 

and ultimately with rhetoric as the dominant political 

discourse of the time, had encouraged him to turn to Egypt to 

seek his ideal form of government. In other words, by taking 

the Egyptian alternative, Plato adopted aspects of Egyptian 

political discourse and proposed it to the Greeks. According 

to Karl Marx, the Republic is "merely an Athenian 

idealization of the Egyptian system of castes" (qtd. in 

Bernal 106). The division of labor as well as the formative 

principle of the state are treated in Plato's work following 

an Egyptian model of government. As Marx remarks, 

Egypt ... served as the model of an industrial 
country to many of [Plato's] contemporaries also, 
amongst others to Isocrates, and it continued to 
have this importance to the Greeks of the Roman 
Empire. (qtd. in Bernal 106) 

The Republic is significantly relevant in our understanding 

of Plato's hostile attitude toward rhetoric and the Greek 

system of government because for Plato rhetoric subverts the 



80 

order of things, threatens the separation of classes and the 

division of labor that he defends in his work. 

In Phaedrus, for example, Socrates draws upon the 

Egyptian tradition to explain his concepts of propriety and 

impropriety in writing. His disciple Phaedrus admits that he 

does not know how one can speak or act about rhetoric in a 

manner which will be acceptable to God. Then Socrates 

proceeds to tell Phaedrus the story of the Egyptian god, 

Theuth, who was famous because he was the inventor of many 

arts, such as arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, draughts, and 

dice. Socrates also indicates that Theuth's greatest 

discovery was writing. When Theuth showed his inventions to 

the god Thamus and described the usefulness of such an art, 

Thamus said: 

o most ingenious Theuth, ... the specific which 
you have discovered is an aid not to memory, but to 
reminiscence, and you give your disciples not 
truth, but only the semblance of truth; they will 
be hearers of many things and will have learned 
nothing; they will appear to be omniscient and will 
generally know nothing; they will be tiresome 
company, having the show of wisdom without the 
reality. (278) 

I consider this story a very significant part in Plato's 

dialogue because it gives us a powerful insight into the 

influence of Egyptian philosophy on Plato. There is a sense 

of admiration for Egyptian philosophy that we see in the 

presentation of the dialogue. Socrates does not use indirect 

speech to report to Phaedrus the content of the dialogue 
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between Theuth and Thamus. Rather he recreates for us a 

whole Egyptian drama with Egyptian voices that directly 

translate to us an Egyptian mood and tone. The whole 

Egyptian philosophy as it is dramatized in the dialogue 

inhabits the Socratic dialogue and gives us a sense of the 

force of the argument that Socrates wants to put forward. 

More significant in my view, Socrates yields the floor to the 

Egyptian philosopher kings when they come forward. Put 

differently, Socrates gives full recognition to the Egyptian 

authority and keeps silent when Theuth and Thamus begin to 

speak. 

In addition to the form of the Socratic dialogue in 

which the two Egyptian gods inject their Egyptian 

philosophical views, their Egyptian voice and mood, the theme 

of the dialogue is equally important in the sense that it 

shows its relevance to Platonic philosophy because it 

illustrates Egyptian roots in Plato's suspicion of writing. 

Moreover, the Egyptian dialogue shows that the dichotomies 

upon which the Platonic philosophical views rest come from an 

Egyptian hierarchical structure of ideas and the world: 

reality as opposed to appearance, memory as opposed to 

reminiscence, and wisdom as opposed to a mere show of wisdom. 

In Book VII of the Republic, and particularly in the famous 

myth of the cave, we encounter the echoes of the same 

Platonic concern about the relationship between appearance 



and reality, between wisdom and a mere show of wisdom, that 

only a liberating power of knowledge of truth can solve 

(514a) . 
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Equally important, the Egyptian dialogue is appropriated 

by Socrates in such a manner as to bring together two world 

views, that of the Egyptians and that of Socrates. There is 

a dialogue within a dialogue, and this creates a polyphony of 

voices, a multiplicity of points of view, a pluridimentional 

reality. Just like the Histories of Herodotus, the Platonic 

dialogue illustrates a mUltiplicity of authorities and world 

views. In this sense, reality is presented as a complex 

dialogues between Greece and the Near East. 

The fact that they are dressed in Egyptian mythology is 

another important dimension to Platonic ideas on writing. In 

Phaedrus, the Egyptian myth has a practical advantage for 

Plato's project to construct a system of political and 

ethical values. Not only does the Egyptian myth transmit and 

strengthen Plato's position as regard writing, but it also 

translates a world view on nature and communicates religious, 

social, and ethical values. Put differently, the use of an 

Egyptian myth in a Greek dialogue bears clear testimony to 

the importance of Egyptian forms of knowledge in Greek 

thought. In this sense, mythology is a method of thinking, a 

way of knowing that involves participants, a subject matter, 

a purpose, and a context. In this case, we have a discourse 



on the nature and function of writing between two Egyptian 

philosopher kings, Theuth and Thamus. Those concerned are 

the people to be governed for the best of the political, 

religious, and intellectual Egyptian state. 
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In their discussion of myth, the Frankforts emphasize 

its complex character describing it as "a form of reasoning 

which transcends reasoning in that it wants to bring about 

the truth it proclaims" (8). Or as Frederick Beck argues, 

because myth is socially constructed, it "must be taught and 

transmitted and its transmission is an educational function" 

(19). This function clearly repeats itself in the master

pupil relationship between Socrates and Phaedrus. The 

Egyptian myth allows Plato to raise a fundamental question 

about the status of writing and to suggest a political 

solution to the ethical and political problems that it 

engenders in the social arena. In fact, the Egyptian myth 

articulates Socrates' suspicion not of writing as such, but 

of "impropriety" in writing, which he considers a "bad" way 

of thinking. When Socrates opens the question of "propriety" 

and "impropriety" in writing, he in effect emphasizes for us 

an intimate relationship between ethics and politics. As 

Jacques Derrida explains, "within a debate rendered very real 

by the political development of the city, the propagation of 

writing and the activity of the sophists and speech writers, 

the primary accent is naturally placed upon political and 
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social proprieties" (74). The implication of such a 

significant position is to justify Plato's wish to exclude a 

category of people--sophists and speech writers--from the 

realm of true knowledge. 

For our purpose here, myth is understood as a type of 

discourse characterized by its power not only to preserve and 

transmit a certain element of truth, but also to carry in its 

texture a series of implications about the importance of 

context in language and culture. As Roberto Calasso 

explains, "there is no such thing as the isolated mythical 

event, just as there is no such thing as the isolated word" 

(136). Calasso also explains that "myth, like language, 

gives all of itself in each of its fragments" (136). In 

other words, myth brings into playa system of thought and an 

established order of things. In effect, when Plato uses the 

Egyptian myth, he ultimately adopts an Egyptian paradigm for 

constructing a political world for the Greeks. More 

important, the Egyptian myth has a practical advantage for 

Socrates in the sense that it empowers his philosophical and 

political project to the extent that it cannot be refuted or 

even disputed by his pupil Phaedrus. By bringing the 

Egyptian myth in his discourse on writing, Socrates 

indirectly leads Phaedrus to take Egyptian cultural values 

and turn them into a useful instrument to construct a Greek 

philosophical and political project. In brief, Socrates does 
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not merely borrow Egyptian clothing to suit his purpose for 

the construction of a dramatic dialogue. Rather, he 

juxtaposes a foreign myth with the Greek language, thus 

creating a rich zone of contact between Greece and an Eastern 

culture. 

When Phaedrus shows some sort of skepticism regarding 

the use of Egyptian fables by saying: "Yes, Socrates, you can 

easily invent tales of Egypt, or of any other country," 

Socrates rebukes his pupil by telling him that he is too much 

concerned about "not whether a thing is or is not true, but 

who the speaker is and from what country the tale comes from" 

(275). What Socrates' words imply is that truth in itself 

should be the sole concern in one's pursuit of wisdom, 

regardless of where that truth comes from or who says it. 

But for our purpose here, whether Socrates had invented the 

tale, or whether he had got it from other sources--the tale 

of Solon is quite useful here--the truth of the matter 

remains that the tale is an Egyptian tradition that instills 

its values in the Greek dialogue. In both cases, invention 

is a socially constructed phenomenon. 

The comparison Socrates makes between writing and 

painting also alludes to the Egyptian art of hieroglyphs. 

For Socrates, writing is like painting in the sense that the 

written words "are tumbled about anywhere among those who may 

or may not understand them, and know not to whom they should 
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reply, to whom not" (275). Socrates raises the problem of 

representation in writing, arguing that words are signs and 

once written, they can be interpreted in several ways and 

that "if they are maltreated or abused, they have no parent 

to protect them; and they cannot protect or defend 

themselves" (275). Socrates argues that the problem with 

writing is that the written words do not have the power to 

speak for themselves if their meanings are distorted. 2 

Moreover, the written words are addressed 

indiscriminately to good as well as bad people. This has an 

important consequence in our understanding of the Platonic 

philosophical and political project. Once reality is 

represented by means of linguistic signs within the reach of 

all people, it becomes public property and common opinion 

subjected to interpretation, conflict, and negotiation among 

various social groups. Since signs are caught in rhetoric 

and have no parent to protect them against "abuse" of 

interpretation, Socrates comes to their rescue by proposing a 

hierarchical order similar to the caste system in Egyptian 

society, a system based on separation of classes and division 

of labor. 

According to Patricia Springborg, the view of writing 

that Socrates advocates in Phaedrus is one that the initiates 

2. Jacques Derrida discusses in some detail the paternal position of 
logos in "The Father of Logos" in Dissemination pp. 75-84. 
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of the Pythagorean, Orphic, and Gnostic mysteries shared in 

addition to the Egyptian priestly caste (98). For 

Springborg, "the Egyptians, like a number of Asiatic cultures 

. . . considered some forms of knowledge so privileged that 

access to them was closed by virtue of class-restricted 

written or spoken languages" (98). Hieroglyphs constituted a 

holy language used by the priestly caste system in Egypt, and 

in a similar way, Plato wants to turn writing into a form of 

knowledge within the reach of a select group of philosopher 

kings in Greek society. This elite has the responsibility to 

preserve knowledge and define the social and political order 

of things in the same way Egyptian priests are a privileged 

group who have access to the written history of Egypt as well 

as many other nations. 
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Solon's Egyptian Story 

Solon the Athenian turned to the priests of ancient 

Egypt for more knowledge of the history of Greece. In the 

Timaeus, Critias tells Socrates a story about Solon's visit 

to the Egyptian city of Sais in around 594 B.C.E., where he 

spent some time with Egyptian priests from whom he learned 

about Egyptian history as well as the history of the Greeks 

(22). According to this story, the citizens of Sais had a 

deity called Neith whom they believed was the same deity that 

the Hellenes called Athena. Though the Timaeus does not 

cover the entire conversation between Solon and the Egyptian 

priests, it still gives us a great deal of insight into the 

nature of the cultural dialogue between Greeks and Egyptians. 

Solon, who had great respect for the Egyptian priests because 

of their knowledge of antiquity, told the priests about Greek 

myths, such as the story of Phoroneus and Niobe and the 

survival of Deucalion and Pyrrha after the flood and their 

descendants (22). Upon which one of the old Egyptian priests 

replied: "0 Solon, Solon, you Hellenes are never anything but 

children, and there is not an old man among you" (22). 

The old Egyptian priest gives Solon an account about the 

destruction of the world by fire or by flood. The cultural 

heritage of Egypt remains intact because the art of writing 

is not lost. What we can infer from this is that writing 

stands for a sign system that helps to preserve the forms of 
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life and culture and ensures continuity. The priest says to 

Solon: 

You remember only one deluge, though there have 
been many, and you do not know that the finest and 
best race of men that ever existed lived in your 
country; you and your fellow citizens are descended 
from the few survivors that remained, but you know 
nothing about it because so many succeeding 
generations left no record in writing. (22) 

There are two implications that we can draw from this. 

First, the importance of writing in the construction of 

knowledge. The old Egyptian priest tells Solon that writing 

gave Egypt its leading position as a repository of the 

history of Greece and other nations: 

And whatever happened either in your country or in 
ours, or in any other region of which we are 
informed--if there were any actions noble or great 
or in any other way remarkable, they have all been 
written down by us of old, and are preserved in our 
temples. (23) 

The Greek culture could not survive natural calamities 

because it lacked the art of writing that helps preserve the 

continuity of cultures: "and so you have to begin allover 

again like children, and know nothing of what happened in 

ancient times, either among us or among yourselves" (23). 

The second implication is that through writing the 

Egyptian priests have preserved, if not constructed, the 

history of the ideal city of Athens that only the Egyptians 

priests can remember. The old priest says to Solon: 
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In the first place you remember a single deluge 
only, but there were many previous ones; in the 
next place, you do not know that there formerly 
dwelt in your land the fairest and noblest race of 
men which ever lived, and that you and your whole 
city are descended from a small seed or remnant of 
them which survived. And this was unknown to you, 
because, for many generations, the survivors of 
that destruction died, leaving no written word. 
(23) 

In other words, the ideal city of Athens that Plato wants to 

reconstruct was an Egyptian construction. Athens is an 

Egyptian narrative preserved in Egyptian writing that the old 

Egyptian priest tells Solon. The Egyptian priest 

acknowledges that before the great flood Athens was 

victorious in times of war and in every way the best governed 

of all cities because of its noblest deeds and its "fairest 

constitution" on earth. This in my view justifies Plato's 

search for his ideal state in the Egyptian model. There was 

a perfect Athens once, and it was safe in Egyptian hands. 

What Plato attempts to do here is to retrieve that model 

of the city as the land of "the fairest and noblest race of 

men" to fit it in his argument for a state in which there is 

a separation of classes and division of labor. The priest 

explains: "If you compare these very laws with ours you will 

find that many of ours are the counterpart of yours as they 

were in the olden time" (23). The priest gives a picture of 

the social order: 

In the first place, there is the caste of priests, 
which is separated from all the others; next, there 
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are the artificers, who ply their several crafts by 
themselves and do not intermix; and also there is 
the class of shepherds and hunters, as well as that 
of husbandmen; and you will observe, too, that the 
warriors in Egypt are distinct from all the other 
classes, and are commanded by the law to devote 
themselves solely to the military pursuits. (23) 

The Egyptian story in the Timaeus allows Plato to state 

directly his intention to copy the Egyptian model of social 

structures--the division of labor in Egypt--because as 

Timaeus puts it: 

The city and citizens, which you yesterday 
described to us in fiction, we will now transfer to 
the world of reality. It shall be the ancient city 
of Athens, and we will suppose that the citizens 
whom you imagined, were our veritable ancestors, of 
whom the priest spoke; they will perfectly 
harmonize, and there will be no inconsistency in 
saying that the citizens of your republic are the 
ancient Athenians. (23) 

In the Platonic project, the tale of Solon is central 

since it allows us to see how Plato retrieves the image of 

Athens from an Egyptian discourse and appropriates it in the 

Greek discourse. Critias, announcing the order of the points 

of the dialogue, points out the importance of the story of 

Solon: 

In accordance with the tale of Solon, and equally 
with his law, we will bring them [men] into court 
and make them citizens, as if they were those very 
Athenians whom the sacred Egyptian record has 
recovered from oblivion, and thenceforward we will 
speak of them as Athenians and fellow citizens. 
(27) 



92 

In the Critias, the picture of the ancient Athenians 

that Critias depicts is a Greek version of the Egyptian 

narrative that Solon heard from the old Egyptian priest. 

" ... if I can recollect and recite enough of what was said by 

the priests and brought hither by Solon, I doubt not that I 

shall satisfy the requirements of this theatre II says Critias 

to his audience (108). Critias proceeds with a detailed 

description of the land of ancient Attica, of the ancient 

citizens of Athens, of the separation of classes, and the 

division of labor. The Egyptian story echoes in the account 

Critias gives in this dialogue: 

Such were the ancient Athenians, and after this 
manner they righteously administered their own land 
and the rest of Hellasj they were renowned allover 
Europe and Asia for the beauty of their persons and 
for the many virtues of their souls, and of all the 
men who lived in those days they were the most 
illustrious. (112) 

Critias explains the manner in which the narrative was 

appropriated by Solon when he first heard it from the 

Egyptian priest: 

Solon, who was intending to use the tale for his 
poem, inquired into the meaning of the names, and 
found that the early Egyptians in writing them down 
had translated them into their own language, and he 
recovered the meaning of several names and when 
copying them out again translated them into our 
language. (113) 

Elsewhere, particularly in the Philebus (18b-d), Plato 

recognizes the importance of the Egyptian discovery of the 

art of writing. In the Laws, he praises Egypt for its 



achievement of an art of representation, for its form of 

government, and for its educational system (7.819). In the 

Laws, Plato talks about the manner in which the Egyptians 

teach their children algebra, geometry, and astronomy at an 

early age, and calls for the same model to be used in the 

education of Greek children: 

So we should insist that gentlemen should study 
each of these subjects to at least the same level 
as very many children in Egypt, who acquire such 
knowledge at the same time as they learn to read 
and write. (7:819) 

93 
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The Place of Foreign Policy in Aristotle's Rhetoric 

Most Greek philosophers were generally familiar with the 

work done by Egyptian gods and later by Egyptian priests. 

For example, in the Metaphysics, Aristotle shows great 

admiration for Egypt, which he considered "the cradle of 

mathematics because the caste of priests were given great 

leisure, schole" (qtd. in Bernal, 108). Aristotle was a 

student of Plato, but he also studied at the Academy under 

Eudoxus of Knidus, a mathematician and astronomer who had 

studied mathematics and astronomy with Egyptian priests. 

Among the principles of rhetoric that Aristotle 

discusses in the Rhetoric is knowledge of the cultures of 

foreign countries. Thus, in his discussion of political 

oratory in Book I, Chapter 4, Aristotle considers that a 

bigger part of what the political orator ought to know has to 

do with foreign affairs. Aristotle devotes a whole section 

to the discussion of questions concerning ways and means, 

peace and war, food and supply, export and import, and 

finally matters of legislation, thus emphasizing the 

importance of understanding the laws, customs, and 

constitutions of other nations (37). 
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Roman Rhetoric and the Controversy over Asianism 

Cicero and Quintilian were among the most important 

rhetorical theorists in classical Rome. Cicero was born in 

106 B.C.E.; Quintilian died ca. 100 A.D. The lives of the 

two figures covered a period during which Roman education 

flourished and reached its fullest development. Cicero's 

wide knowledge of Greek philosophy earned him a good 

reputation among his contemporaries as well as among medieval 

and Renaissance rhetorical theorists. Cicero was a major 

rhetorical and literary figure whose style and good command 

of many types of prose have exerted great influence for many 

centuries. Tom B. Jones goes so far as to claim that 

European prose "as an instrument of thought was Cicero's 

creation" (326-327). In his work, Cicero brought together 

ethics, philosophy, politics, and the art of speaking to 

achieve standards of high education for "the good man 

speaking well" (vir bonus dicendi peritus). For Cicero, a 

good citizen is equipped with the skills of oratory and a 

wide knowledge of philosophy. 

Cicero's rhetorical and philosophical texts, 

particularly De Ora tore , Brutus, and The Nature of the Gods 

give explicit indication of an Eastern influence on Western 

thought. Cicero was caught in the middle of a debate that 

set many rhetoricians against each other during the 

Hellenistic Age over the differences between Atticism and 
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Asianism. Cicero's prose style, which has attracted 

admiration among students of rhetoric up to the present, 

displays marks of amplification and heightened emotion, which 

many historians of rhetoric identify as stylistic features of 

Asianism. Cicero was under attack from contemporaries such 

as Calvus and Brutus who criticized him as being "lax and 

weak" or "mincing and effeminate" (qtd. in Harold Gotoff, 

22) • 

The term "Asianism" was used to refer to the influence 

of local dialects which were spoken in Asia Minor on the 

writings of Greek and Roman rhetoricians who either studied 

or taught rhetoric in Alexandria. The excessive 

ornamentation of style that Cicero deplores in Brutus 

developed from Sophism in the Greek colonies. According to 

Bizzell and Herzberg, the opportunities for orators in 

Imperial Rome were limited to declamation, a highly stylized 

form of ceremonial speaking (34). Declamations were 

generally delivered as a form of private entertainment, in 

which the orator praised a person engaged in some important 

social event. This person might be a rich Roman political 

figure, an athlete, or a bride. Such events provided a good 

opportunity for orators to display various forms of stylistic 

embellishment as the mark of their good declamations (34). 

For Bizzell and Herzberg, this type of oratory developed 

from the work of the Asianists of Cicero's time. Hence, as 
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Bizzell and Herzberg argue, Roman rhetoric from around 

Quintilian's time to the fall of Rome in 410 A.D. had been 

commonly known as the Second Sophistic. Rhetoricians of this 

Second Sophistic shared with the earliest Greek Sophists an 

interest in etymologies, grammar, and the power of stylistic 

variety and abundance. However, while rhetoricians of the 

Second Sophistic used their art indiscriminately in important 

as well as trivial social events, the Greek Sophists limited 

the use of their knowledge and skill in the service of 

extremely important social and political ends (34). Bizzell 

and Herzberg explain that the Second Sophistic appears to 

have been more of "a literary movement, producing closet 

oratory" (34). Bizzell and Herzberg also explain that one of 

the leading figures of this movement was the eastern Greek 

rhetorician Hermogenes, who wrote a treatise on style in 

which he attempted to describe the characteristics of the one 

ideal style, based on qualities found primarily in the work 

of Demosthenes (34). Later in the first century C.E., the 

treatise On the Sublime, attributed to Longinus, pushed 

considerations of literary style in the direction of 

philosophical questions. 

The conflict between the Attic and Asiatic standards of 

style is treated in Brutus, Orator, and De optimo genere 

oratorum. In Brutus, Cicero discusses a large number of 

Roman orators, while in Orator he offers a defense of his own 
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style. Meanwhile in De optimo genere oratorum, Cicero gives 

a brief introduction to Demosthenes's On the Crown, in which 

he describes Demosthenes as the most gifted rhetorical 

stylist (196). 

The debate between the Attic and Asiatic schools of 

style had political implications. Some important political 

leaders such as Brutus and Julius Caesar embraced Atticism, 

the advocates of which argued for a purity of diction and 

simplicity of syntax as they had been established in the 

Greek eloquence of the ten Attic Orators. In a similar way, 

Roman Atticists wished to create a standard of 'Latinity' for 

Roman oratory that would enforce purity of diction and 

simplicity of syntax. Earliest Latin authors would in this 

sense set the model for grammar and usage for orators. 

In contrast, as Bizzell and Herzberg explain, the 

Asiatic school of style attempted to establish standards 

based on "epigrammatic terseness" or "florid emotionalism," 

following the style of the Sophistic school as it had 

developed in the Near East (196). Bizzell and Herzberg 

picture Cicero's own style as characterized by amplification. 

That is, Cicero's style displays features such as "naming the 

same thing two or three different ways in succession, adding 

elaborating or qualifying clauses, exploring every facet of 

an idea" (196). Bizzell and Herzberg explain Cicero's choice 

of this kind of style as a strategy that aims to evoke 
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heightened emotions. Such stylistic devices drew upon Cicero 

the label of Asiatic. Cicero vigorously denied affiliation 

with the Asiatic school of style, but he also condemned the 

followers of the Attic school for limiting the rhetorician's 

resources by advocating concise and terse writing. Cicero 

would argue for freedom of choice of appropriate forms of 

oratory as they would be dictated on the spur of the moment. 

A successful orator would master a variety of styles needed 

for a variety of occasions. 

In Brutus, Cicero describes this controversy over style 

in the following terms: 

But outside of Greece proper eloquence was 
cultivated with great ardor, and the honors 
awarded to excellence in this art gave distinction 
to the name of orator. For when once eloquence had 
sailed forth from Piraeus it traversed all the 
islands and visited every part of Asia, but in this 
process it contracted some stain from foreign ways 
and lost that wholesomeness, and what one might 
call the sound health, of Attic diction; indeed it 
almost unlearned the art of natural speech. From 
this source came the Asiatic orators, not to be 
despised whether for their readiness or their 
abundance, but redundant and lacking conciseness. 
(51) 

During this period--roughly between the third century B.C.E. 

and the first century A.D.--Greek culture adapted itself to 

diverse ways of life throughout the eastern Mediterranean. 

In Brutus, Cicero identifies two types of Asianism: 

... the one sententious and studied, less 
characterized by weight of thought than by the 
charm of balance and symmetry. The other type is 
not so notable for wealth of sententious phrase, as 
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for swiftness and impetuosity--a general trait of 
Asia at the present time--combining with this rapid 
flow of speech a choice of words refined and 
ornate. (325) 

In a section devoted to rhythmical prose in Orator, 

Cicero shows some sort of ambivalence in his attitude toward 

Asiatic rhetoric. He describes Asianist rhetoricians as 

"slaves to rhythm." But he also explains that they should 

not be at all contemptible because "although they are far 

removed from the type of real speeches and from the Attic 

norms, they compensate for this by ease, or I might say, 

fluency" (230-231). 

If Cicero's rhetorical texts tend to be wrapped up in 

some form of ambiguity regarding his attitude toward the 

East, his philosophical treatise, The Nature of the Gods, 

openly celebrates Egyptian philosophy and displays a good 

grasp of Egyptian culture. In Book I, the character Velleius 

deals in a general way with the opinions of philosophers on 

the nature of the gods, describing their views as fantasies 

of lunatics, or "as absurd as the poisonous honey of the 

poets, who present us with gods afire with rage or mad with 

lust ... " (Book I, 43). Velleius includes among such 

philosophers and poets the Egyptians: "To these fictions of 

the poets we may add the wonders of the magicians and the 

similar extravagances of the Egyptians" (Book I, 43). 
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From a Stoic position, Cotta retaliates by launching a 

fierce attack on the views that Velleius and, by extension, 

all the Epicureans hold. Interestingly enough, Cotta takes 

up the Egyptian religious practice from a different 

perspective: 

In 

angle. 

whether 

question 

universe 

We laugh at the Egyptians: but they have never 
worshipped any beast from whom they did not derive 
some benefit. Take the case of the ibis: these 
birds can destroy a multitude of snakes, for they 
are tall, with stiff legs, and long horny beaks. 
They preserve Egypt from plague by killing and 
eating those winged snakes which are borne on the 
southwest wind from the Libyan desert, thus 
preserving the Egyptians both from the stings of 
the living and the odor of the dead. I could talk 
about the usefulness of the ichneumon, the 
crocodile and the cat. But I will not bore you. I 
merely remark that foreign races worship only those 
animals from whom they benefit in some way. But 
these gods of yours not only confer no benefits: 
they do nothing at all! (Book I, 102) 

Book II, Balbus takes the argument from a different 

Balbus is not so much concerned with the question 

the gods exist or not as he is concerned with the 

of their nature. For Balbus, a confirmed Stoic, the 

is God (Book II, 47) • Balbus draws upon several 

philosophical texts, particularly Plato's theological and 

cosmological dialogue Timaeus and most of Aristotle's texts 

on physics in his discussion of the universe and the motion 

of the stars and physical phenomena. Balbus argues that the 

gods in which Stoics believe are "clothed in the most 

beautiful form and dwell in the purest regions of the heavens 
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and are so borne along in their orderly courses as to produce 

a harmony which preserves and protects us all" (Book II, 60). 

Balbus enumerates in some detail the divine qualities of the 

Greco-Roman gods, qualities expressed in the etymology of 

their names, thus constructing a universe so well organized 

and purposeful for humans to understand its divine beauty. 

In Book III, Cotta breaks the neat order of the gods 

that Balbus presented in Book II, by creating a mUltiplicity 

of gods carrying the same names from both the Greco-Roman 

world and Egypt. For example, Cotta argues, several Hercules 

live in the world of mythology: 

The Hercules whom we are told had a contest with 
Apollo about a tripod was the son of this Jupiter 
and Lysithoe. Then there is the Egyptian Hercules, 
who was said to be the son of the Nile and to have 
written the so-called Phrygian Books. A fifth 
is the Indian Hercules called Bellus. (Book III, 
41) 

Cotta asks disturbing questions about including other gods 

from other races, referring to the Near East: "If the true 

gods are those whom we worship by tradition, then why not 

include Isis and Osiris?" (Book III, 45). Cotta complicates 

the argument by bringing in several names of several sun-gods 

offered by the theologians, one of whom was Egyptian: "the 

sun of Vulcan, the son of Nilus, and the Egyptians regard 

Heliopolis as being his own city" (Book III, 55). In the 

same way, Cotta argues, there are several Vulcans, one of 

whom was "a son of Nilus, whom the Egyptians call Phthah and 
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claim as the guardian of Egypt" (56). There are several 

Mercuries, one of whom was "the son of the Nile, whose name 

may not be spoken by the Egyptians" (Book III, 55). There is 

a fifth Mercury worshipped at Pheneus. Cotta explains: 

This is the Mercury who is said to have slain Argus 
and for this reason to have fled to Egypt and given 
laws and the art of writing to the Egyptians. This 
is Mercury whom the Egyptians call Thoth, and they 
give this name in their calendar to the first month 
of the year. (Book III, 56) 

The implication that we can draw from this is that Egypt has 

always been present, included, and appropriated by the Greco-

Roman culture, including its religion, philosophy, mythology, 

and politics. More important, Cicero's characters exhibit a 

broad knowledge of the arts and sciences as well a keen 

interest in the cultures of neighboring countries. This in 

my view is a clear indication of the important role that 

Cicero assigns to rhetoricians in their treatment of 

discourse. 

In his Institutio Oratoria, Quintilian turns his 

attention to the various styles of oratory and identifies 

certain kinds of oratory which, as he puts it, "owing to the 

circumstances of the age, suffered from a lack of polish, 

although in other respects they displayed remarkable genius" 

[emphasis mine] (Book XII.X.10). Quintilian places orators 

such as Laelius, Africanus, Cato, and Gracchi in this 



104 

category. Quinti1ian explains the grounds on which Cicero's 

own contemporaries based their attacks on him: 

[Cicero was] bombastic, Asiatic, redundant, given 
to excessive repetition, liable at times to be 
pointless in his witticisms, sensuous, extravagant, 
and (an outrageous accusation!) almost effeminate 
in his rhythm. (XII.x.12) 

Cicero's enemies attacked him because of his florid style and 

his unrestrained expression. Quintilian continues to explain 

this attack on Cicero: 

Those, however, who criticized him most severely 
were the speakers who desired to be regarded as the 
imitators of Attic oratory. This coterie, 
regarding themselves as the sole initiates in the 
mysteries of their art, assailed him as an alien, 
indifferent to their superstitions and refusing to 
be bound by their laws. (XII.x.14) 

Quintilian attacks the descendants of Cicero's enemies, 

describing them as "a withered, sapless and anemic band." He 

writes: 

For it is they that flaunt their weakness under the 
name of health, in defiance of actual truth, and 
because they cannot endure the dazzling rays of the 
sun of eloquence, hide themselves beneath the 
shadow of a mighty name. (XII.x.1S) 

The mighty name is no other than Atticism. 

Quintilian traces the distinction between the Attic and 

the Asiatic schools of style back to antiquity. The Attic 

style was considered by ancient orators as "concise," 

"healthy," and "remarkable for the absence of all 

superfluity"; whereas the Asiatic style was regarded as 

"empty and inflated" and "deficient in taste and restraint" 
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(XII.x.16). Quintilian finds the reason for this division in 

some authorities such as Santra. According to Santra, over 

the years as the Greeks gained more political and military 

power, the Greek language gradually exte~ded the range of its 

influence into the neighboring parts of Asia. Quintilian 

writes: 

There arose a class of men who desired to 
distinguish themselves as orators before they had 
acquired sufficient command of the language, and 
who consequently began to express by periphrases 
what could have been expressed directly, until 
finally this practice became an ingrained habit. 
(XII.x 16) 

Regarding this difference between the two styles, 

Quintilian explains: 

[It is] attributable to the character both of the 
orators and the audiences whom they addressed: the 
Athenians, with their polish and refinement, 
refused to tolerate emptiness and redundancy, while 
the Asiatics, being naturally given to bombast and 
ostentation, were puffed up with a passion for a 
more vainglorious style of eloquence. (XII.x.17) 

Quintilian continues to trace the development of this 

division of the two schools of style and writes: 

At a later period, the critics, to whom we owe this 
classification, added a third style, the Rhodian, 
which they asserted to lie midway between the two 
and to be a blend of both, since the orators of 
this school are neither so concise as the Attic nor 
redundant like the Asiatic school, but appear to 
derive their style in part from their national 
characteristic, in part from those of their 
founder. (XII.x.1S) 

For Quintilian, it was Aschines who introduced Athenian 

culture at Rhodes, a city that he had chosen as his place of 
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exile. Quintilian explains this blend of styles in the 

following terms: "[A]nd just as certain plants degenerate as 

a result of change of soil and climate, so the fine Attic 

flavour was marred by the admixture of foreign ingredients" 

(XII.x.19). Quintilian draws his own conclusion from this 

mixture of styles: 

Consequently certain of the orators of this school 
[of Rhodes] are regarded as somewhat slow and 
lacking in energy, though most devoid of a certain 
weight, and as resembling placid pools rather than 
the limpid spring of Athens or the turbulent 
torrents of Asia. (XII.x. 19) 

In sum, the difference between the Attic, the Asiatic, and 

the Rhodian style is, as he puts it, "in part due to 

conditions of time and place, in part to the taste and ideals 

of individuals" (XII.x.2). 

According to Henry Marrou, by the second and first 

centuries B.C.E., schools seemed to have developed in the 

Aegean basin, particularly on the cost of Asia Minor, which 

"came to be looked upon as the home of ornamental eloquence, 

and the term 'Asianism' to be used to describe the perfect 

style--brilliant, affected, inflated, flashy" (214). Under 

the Roman Empire, particularly with Augustus, Asia took the 

lead in learning and was considered the most cultured part in 

the area (215). Marrou writes: "From the end of the first 

century A.D., and throughout the second--the golden age of 

the An'tonines--Asia was the best place for Greek culture and 
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for learning any advanced subject" (215). Marrou maintains 

that "there was plenty of brilliant eloquence: from Nicetes 

to Aelius Aristides, Asia was the home of the Later Sophistry 

and Smyrna its undoubted capital" (215). 
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Concluding Remarks 

Clearly, these examples indicate that the Greco-Roman 

culture experienced to large measure important Eastern 

cultural influences during the Classical period. Therefore, 

our understanding of history as it is presented in the 

traditional canon of rhetoric will dramatically change when 

we bring into perspective the Near East in our study of the 

Classical period. In his attempt to give strong evidence of 

the cultural influence of the East upon the West, Martin 

Bernal in his work, Black Athena, adopts what Patricia 

Springborg describes as a "method of reverse discourse" (4). 

Bernal interprets the accounts of ancient Greeks from a 

different angle in order to offer an alternative view of 

history. Bernal suggests three models in his examination of 

the history of classical Greece. First, the Aryan model, 

among the advocates of which we find the nineteenth-century 

German scholar Karl Otfried Muller. According to this school 

of thought, Greek civilization came about as the result of a 

series of Indo-European invasions from northern and central 

Europe. The defenders of the Ancient model can be found in 

classical Greece, such as Herodotus who argues that the 

Greeks were largely influenced by the Egyptians in many 

aspects of their political institutions, science, philosophy, 

and religion in the second millennium B.C. (from 2100 to 1100 

B.C.E.). Bernal suggests "a revised ancient model" that 
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brings Greece closer to the Near East, but still keeps its 

European traits 3 By suggesting Afro-Asiatic roots in the 

construction of Western civilization, Bernal dismantles the 

nineteenth-century German romantic view of Western culture as 

essentially European. 

However, against Bernal's claim, I would argue that 

Athena is associated with a time when people did not really 

see black or white. In this sense, Athena is not white. She 

is not black either. Athena should not be reduced to the 

pigmentation of the skin. Athena is rather the articulation 

of a complex historical moment during which there were 

currents and undercurrents operating in the formation of the 

Western mind and of the Near Eastern mind as well. This 

position rests on a more and more challenging question: What 

is it that constitutes a tradition? I believe this is the 

most important pedagogical implication that one can draw from 

any revisionary history of rhetoric. Tradition is something 

arbitrary, and it develops out of historical contingency. 

Equally important, when we talk about tradition, we also talk 

about identity and the way it is constructed by tradition. 

James Clifford describes identity as something far from being 

essential; it is rather, as he puts it, "conjunctural" (11). 

Since we live in a multicultural society, we are more 

and more aware that identity is a hybrid phenomenon that 

3. For a detailed discussion of this point, see Bernal 313 and 420-421. 
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contains many narratives, many points of view, many 

attitudes, which are themselves rhetorical constructs. This 

has an important consequence for our understanding of 

traditions: there is no clear cut division between cultural 

identities. There is simply difference that we might 

describe not as a void, but rather as a contact zone charged 

with contention and conflict. Therefore, what we need is a 

history that focuses not on a linear sequence of carefully 

chosen events, but on the mechanisms of power and the 

processes of domination and exclusion governing cultural 

contact and cultural diffusion. We need a history that is 

refigured as apparatus of collage and told in pieces, not a 

history obsessed with the myths of origin, order, and purity. 



CHAPTER THREE 

FROM GREEK INTO ARABIC: THE MEDIEVAL MUSLIM 
CONTRIBUTION TO THE WESTERN RHETORICAL TRADITION 

The commentary turns with the text, each for its 
own account. 

111 

Abdelkebir Khatibi, Maghreb Pluriel 

What would the students' perceptions of the Rhetoric and 

the Poetics be if the commentaries of AI-Farabi, Averroes, 

and Avicenna were part of the curriculum in rhetoric and 

composition programs in the United States? Here the question 

of cultural influence in the construction of discourse, which 

is one of the most hotly debated topics in cultural studies 

today, conveys the urgency of generating possibilities of 

exploring uncharted territories, shifting grounds, and 

multiple views in any attempt to write a history of rhetoric. 

For example, the medieval period is generally pictured as 

part of a largely unbroken continuity of what constitutes a 

unified Western rhetorical tradition which spans a period of 

twenty-five hundred years. It signals a smooth and logical 

transition from the classical period to the Renaissance and 

continues into the Enlightenment period and the twentieth 

century. The character of the medieval Western rhetorical 

tradition itself is represented as a fixed, homogeneous, 
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ethnocentric, and self-referential body of texts. Thus a 

preconceived, long-established, canonized image of medieval 

European society is communicated to students of rhetoric in 

meticulously constructed anthologies with a well-established 

and unifying logic, succinctly defined and catalogued 

concepts, and clear-cut boundaries between rhetoric and 

poetics and other branches of learning. The most notable is 

The Rhetorical Tradition, an anthology edited by Patricia 

Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg and which presents medieval 

rhetoric as a natural out-growth of classical rhetoric. For 

Bizzell and Herzberg, the medieval Church Fathers were 

educated in Greco-Roman philosophy and rhetoric and 

considered the classical tradition "the only solid 

intellectual tradition available" (369). 

According to standard accounts of Western rhetoric, 

Church Fathers, such as Augustine commented on classical 

texts and drew upon classical concepts of rhetoric for 

Biblical exegesis and oratorical production. In this manner, 

by establishing the grounds for the study of rhetoric in a 

Christian society, the Church Fathers not only established a 

nicely molded sense of continuity, but also reconciled the 

Christian faith with classical learning. Histories of the 

continuities between classical and medieval rhetoric are 

validated by references to a few figures. For example, 

Augustine's De Doctrina Christiana uses the principles of 
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classical rhetoric to analyze the style of the Bible. In his 

treatment of the Scriptures, Augustine appropriates the 

classical rhetorical means of invention and expression, which 

he particularly finds in the works of Cicero and Quintilian. 

In brief, for most medieval Church Fathers, the classical 

principles of rhetoric constituted a powerful tool for 

textual interpretation, oratorical production, and especially 

for polemic. 

More important, the medieval period is presented as a 

harmoniously unified world governed by a coherent and solid 

Christian doctrine, outside of which there is no salvation 

(Extra ecclesiarn nulla salvatio). Bizzell and Herzberg 

maintain that "only the Christian Church maintained any 

organizational structure beyond the local level in western 

Europe" (370). Such a view clearly supports the claim that 

the Middle Ages was a homogeneous, uncomplicated, and 

narrowly monolithic European world. However, scholars today, 

such as George Kennedy and James Murphy, have drawn attention 

to important rhetorical traditions lying outside of the 

"traditional" texts of Western rhetoric. In Classical 

Rhetoric and Its Christian and Secular Tradition from Ancient 

to Modern Times, Kennedy acknowledges that Hebrew and Arabic 

rhetorics are "two medieval rhetorical traditions [which] 

should not pass unnoticed" (194). 
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In their introduction to the part on medieval rhetoric, 

Bizzell and Herzberg mention in passing the introduction of 

Arabic scholarship on the work of Aristotle into Europe, 

claiming that such introduction came as a consequence of the 

Crusades (374). However, there is no indication from the 

part of Bizzell and Herzberg that such scholarship was 

important and worth studying. Therefore, one might argue 

that such a view still considers the medieval Muslim 

translation and commentary tradition as lying outside of the 

realm of Western rhetoric. What leads me to draw such 

conclusions is that Western scholarship on rhetoric does not 

call for the inclusion of the medieval Muslim commentary 

tradition in the discussion of the history of Western 

rhetoric. Put differently, the history that Bizzell and 

Herzberg give still locates the medieval period in a 

homogeneous and Eurocentric context. 

However, such a view is seriously contested by 

historians like James Murphy and David Aers in their 

discussion of some challenges that any historiography of the 

Middle Ages faces. In his essay, "The Historiography of 

Rhetoric: Challenges and Opportunities," James Murphy opens 

up many possibilities for those who want to look at other 

cultures and rhetorics, pointing out that the interest many 

European and American historians show in the Greco-Roman 

tradition has often led them to overlook the Arabic rhetoric 
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which in some instances, as he acknowledges, "actually served 

as a bridge between Hellenic and European rhetoric" (6). 

The bridge that Murphy acknowledges is in effect a 

significant historical, linguistic, and cultural moment of 

discontinuity in the complex chain of knowledge that Western 

histories tend to ignore. Murphy's Medieval Rhetoric: A 

Select Bibliography and Renaissance Rhetoric: A Short-Title 

Catalogue in fact include some important information on works 

by Muslim scholars such as AI-Farabi, Averroes, and AI

Baqillani. Of particular significance is the reference 

Murphy makes in his Rhetoric in the Middle Ages to the 

contribution of medieval Muslim commentators such as AI

Farabi, Averroes, and Avicenna, whose commentaries on 

Aristotle's Rhetoric "reintroduc[ed] the work [the Rhetoric] 

into the main stream of Western life" (91). 

For his part, Aers suggests that we need to rewrite the 

history of the Middle Ages generally presented to us as "a 

harmonious world unified by one coherent system of Christian 

dogma that includes uncontested doctrines of gender, 

sexuality and social order" (221). Aers's argument calls for 

a history that exposes the contradictions, the conflicts, and 

any discernible forces of changes that lie beneath a 

seemingly "homogeneous, uncontested clerical tradition 

embedded in a static culture" (221). Aers explains his 

position in the following terms: "To assume a consensus of 
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belief and perception across extremely diverse communities, 

across very different forms of life and across gender is 

quite groundless" (222). Aers suggests that for rewriting 

the history of the Middle Ages, historians and literary 

critics should look at areas of social, political, and 

religious conflict within European society. For this 

purpose, he proposes texts such as Piers Plowman and the 

letters of Margery Kempe to explore class and gender issues 

in the Middle Ages. He also suggests the work of social and 

economic historians such as Edward Miller and of historians 

of gender systems such as Martha Howell and Judith Bennet 

(239). Aers concludes his essay: "Let us abandon all models 

that encourage repressions of social, economic, and cultural 

realities, all models that present the Middle Ages as a 

static culture" (239). Aers's view is significant for us 

since it calls for research on the social and political 

conflicts that shape the medieval European world. 

Along these lines of argument proposed by Murphy and 

Aers, I want to bring to light a zone of contact mentioned 

just in passing in most anthologies and histories of Western 

rhetoric. Specifically, I want to call for the inclusion of 

the medieval Muslim translations and commentaries in Arabic 

on the Rhetoric and the Poetics of Aristotle in the context 

of a less unified and more dialogic canon of rhetoric. My 

position is based on the following premise: that Western 
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Christian, is in fact multilingual and multicultural. 
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Therefore, I believe that expanding the traditional 

canon of rhetoric to include the Muslim medieval commentary 

tradition will broaden the domain of rhetoric. The medieval 

Muslim Arabic commentary tradition was instrumental in the 

making of the Aristotelian tradition during the Middle Ages, 

but unfortunately it is still left out from the current 

debate over critical and rhetorical theory in the West. The 

medieval Muslim translations and commentaries offer a new 

cultural dimension to the reading of the Aristotelian 

tradition. Such reading involves the juxtaposition of a 

European Christian world view with a Muslim Eastern world 

view. 

The inclusion of the Muslim commentary tradition is of 

considerable importance for the American students' 

appreciation of the medieval rhetorical tradition in the 

sense that it will allow them to find that a route from 

Athens to the medieval European universities of Paris and 

Oxford leads through the courts of Baghdad and Cordoba. As 

Carolyn Prager explains in ""Blak as a Bla Mon": Reflections 

on a Medieval English Image of the Non-European," by the year 

2000, one-third of the American student population will be 

composed of African Americans, Hispanics, American Indians, 

or Asians in addition to other minority groups (54). Prager 
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considers that the increasing diversity of American students 

will inevitably pose serious challenges both inside and 

outside the academic discourse community as regards the 

debate over the rationale for the study of western creative 

representations (54). Prager concludes that: 

If we believe that the study of older European 
literature is important, then we must find ways to 
engage student interest other than through recourse 
to traditional arguments about the intrinsic and 
universal value of the best of these works, however 
defined. (54) 

This increasing awareness of the importance of 

multiculturalism in academic discourse communities makes 

legitimate the claim that the medieval Muslim translation and 

commentary tradition merits serious attention in the debate 

over the history of rhetoric. 

The translation of classical Greek philosophical texts 

into Arabic as well as the commentaries written by medieval 

Muslim philosophers, such as Al-Farabi, Avicenna, and 

Averroes constitute a considerable contribution to the 

Western rhetorical and philosophical tradition. In my view, 

such an important contribution should be included in the 

manuals of rhetoric in America, especially today when we 

consider rhetoric as a discipline caught in some of the more 

challenging implications of critical theory that make it more 

and more irregular, pluridisciplinary, and multicultural. 

This chapter sketches some of the aspects of the 
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translation/transformation of Greek philosophy into Arabic 

during the medieval period, with particular attention to the 

importance of medieval Muslim commentaries on Aristotle's 

Rhetoric and the significant implications they should have 

when included in the canon of Western rhetoric. By their 

very existence, the medieval Muslim commentaries are a clear 

indication that the Aristotelian tradition was not only 

rediscovered and seriously studied, but that it also 

experienced serious linguistic and cross-cultural 

transformations in its passage from the Greco-Roman world to 

the Near East and then to the West. 
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Seek Knowledge Even Unto China 

When the Arabs first marched on the Roman Empire in 

around 560 A.D., they conquered Syria, Egypt, North Africa, 

some parts of Asia Minor, and the southern Roman provinces. 

Under the Omayyads, who were centered in Damascus, the Arabs 

in 664 A.D. continued their conquest, sweeping over North 

Africa until they reached the Atlantic. They crossed the 

Mediterranean Sea, conquered Spain, and moved northward until 

they reached the plains of France in around 732 A.D. 

When the Abbassids came to power in the ninth century 

A.D., they established their dynasty in Baghdad, which became 

in less than fifty years the center of a worldwide culture. 

After a troubled period of wars, the Arabs devoted their time 

and wealth to the study of various branches of knowledge 

under Harun A1-Rashid and his son AI-Mamun, whose empire was 

a good place for a fruitful dialogue between East and West. 

The Abbassid empire hosted an important cultural diversity 

which, according to Rom Landau, was "nicely molded into an 

amalgam" that constituted a new Arab-Muslim identity (53). 

Following the Prophet's tradition, which urges Muslims to 

"seek knowledge even unto China," Muslim scholars in effect 

sought knowledge from the neighboring cultures of the 

Mediterranean. Thus during the reign of Harun AI-Rashid, who 

entertained good diplomatic relations with Charlemagne, 

exchanging gifts and embassies with the European monarch, the 
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Muslim empire was open to the West. Thus the Abbassid 

Caliph's palace in Baghdad was a house of learning in which 

scientists, theologians, musicians, and poets made tremendous 

contributions in the arts, letters, and science. 

Harun AI-Rashid's son and successor AI-Mamun continued 

his father's work by establishing in Baghdad the famous "Bayt 

al-Hikma," (House of Wisdom) which combined a library, an 

academy, and a translation department. Hence Greek cultural 

influence was very important during the reign of AI-Mamun, 

and as a result, many Greek philosophical and scientific 

texts were translated into Arabic. Thus, through Baghdad, 

into North Africa and in Spain flowed a Greco-Muslim 

philosophical tradition that was to awaken the European 

Renaissance. Also during this period, the Arab-Muslim 

culture was heterogeneous as it assimilated other non-Arab 

cultures in addition to the Greek language and civilization, 

namely those of the Persians, the Turks, the Latins, the 

Andalusians, and the North Africans. In effect, the Islamic 

texts in astronomy, theology, mathematics, and medicine made 

the names of Avicenna, Averroes, AI-Farabi, and Ibn Hazm 

occur frequently in the works of medieval and Renaissance 

scholars, such as Roger Bacon and Thomas Aquinas. 

In the department of translation (bayt attarjama) in 

Baghdad, numerous books were translated from Greek, Persian, 

Syriac, Hebrew, Aramaic, and Ethiopian into the Arabic 
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language. Music, art, architecture, grammar, mathematics, 

medicine, astronomy, chemistry, and several other branches of 

learning were studied and cultivated in this "House of 

Wisdom". Nearly all the philosophical works of Aristotle, 

together with the NeoPlatonic commentaries on them were 

translated into Arabic. Historians, such as Irfan Faqih, 

give a historical justification for this period of 

enlightenment in AI-Maroun's education. According to Faqih, 

AI-Maroun was trained at an early age by the most competent 

scholars of the time, and he acquired proficiency in 

scholastic theology and various social sciences, which 

ultimately provided him with a philosophical bent of mind 

(258) . 

Upon the Prophet's death in 632 A.D., Muslim 

philosophers started to raise profound philosophical 

questions about the relationship of humans with God in the 

light of the teachings of the Koran and the tradition left by 

the Prophet. How can a Muslim kill another Muslim? What is 

it that makes a true believer? There were other puzzling 

questions about the apparent contradiction between a perfect 

God and an imperfect world, and the position human beings 

hold between predestination and free will. These concerns 

never shook the Muslim philosopher's faith in God, but still 

they were worth asking so as to produce a sort of synthesis 
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of the truths of religion and the other truths arrived at 

through scientific investigation and philosophical reasoning. 

In addition to the koranic tenets that needed to be 

explained and interpreted, poetry was an important part in 

the intellectual concerns of Muslim philosophers. From the 

ninth century onward, Islamic philosophy was interested in 

the kind of position poetic discourse should have in the 

hierarchy of knowledge. AI-Farabi, Avicenna, Averroes, and 

other Muslim philosophers apparently demonstrated some sort 

of dissatisfaction with what was known about the rules of 

poetry in Arabic culture, and one can argue that their 

discovery of Aristotle's Poetics prompted them to undertake 

commentaries on Aristotle's treatise in which they evinced, 

to use Charles Butterworth's terms, "a desire to redirect 

Arabic poetry itself, to turn it away from frivolous, 

irresponsible, even voluptuous and dissolute concerns and to 

make it serve moral goals" (xi). Because of the pleasure of 

the imaginative representations set forth by the poet, and 

also because of the delight it offers in measured lines of 

rhymed verse, poetry can be a powerful persuasive tool, and 

it can eventually shape opinions and patterns of thinking. 

Averroes considers poetry a type of epideictic: 

Every poem and all poetic discourse is blame or 
praise. And this is evident from examination of 
the poems themselves, which concern matters of 
will--the honorable or the base. (qtd. in O. B. 
Hardison, 1962) 
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Therefore, the goal that Muslim commentators of Greek 

philosophical works like the Poetics set for themselves was 

to draw universal principles for the study of poetic 

discourse. 

Thus, from the ninth century A.D. till the eleventh 

century A.D., Muslim translators and commentators, many of 

whom were NeoPlatonists or NeoPythagorians showing great 

admiration for Greek philosophers like Pythagoras, Plato, and 

Aristotle, were actively involved in the transmission of 

Greek thought into Arabic. Some, like AI-Kindi (801-866), 

took upon themselves the task of translating directly from 

the Greek language works in philosophy, medicine, and 

astrology and wrote commentaries on them. In fact AI-Kindi 

was the first Muslim philosopher who translated Aristotle's 

work directly from Greek and Syriac into Arabic and wrote 

commentaries on it in the first half of the tenth century 

A.D. In 1897 Albino Nagi edited five treatises by AI-Kindi 

which were later translated into Latin (Jum'a 10). Other 

philosophers, such as AI-Farabi and Averroes, based their 

commentaries and treatises on translations already available 

to them in Arabic. 

AI-Farabi (870-950), known in Arabic as "the second 

teacher" after Aristotle, and Avicenna (Ibn Sina) were among 

the major figures in Islamic philosophy in the ninth century 

A.D. to earn an excellent reputation in medieval academic 
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circles. Al-Farabi's first major contribution to Muslim 

philosophy was his work Ihsa al-ulum (The Catalogue of 

Sciences), in which he offered a classification of 

Aristotle's works into two categories. In the first one, he 

included the Categoriae, De Interpretatione, Analytica 

Priora, Analytica Posteriora, Topica, Sophistica, Rhetorica, 

and Poetica. That Al-Farabi included the Rhetoric and the 

Poetics in this first category is quite significant because, 

as Deborah Black explains, "Aristotle's Organon represented 

the main source of logical speculation for the philosophers 

of the Middle Ages, and was a major inspiration for their 

epistemological doctrine as well" (1). In the second 

category, Al-Farabi put Aristotle's eight books on physical 

matters and also included the three books on Metaphysics, 

Ethics, and Politics. Also he devoted a whole series of 

commentaries to the Organon. In sum, Al-Farabi's work on 

Greek philosophical texts gave him an honorable position in 

Islamic philosophy from which he earned the title "the second 

teacher," after Aristotle. 

Besides an important work in philosophy and medicine, 

Avicenna (980-1038 A.D.) produced scholarly commentaries on 

Greek texts, among which the most valuable for students of 

rhetoric and criticism was his commentary on Aristotle's 

Poetics. Right after Al-Farabi and Avicenna came Averroes, 

who showed keen interest in Greek philosophy. Averroes was 
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born in Cordoba in 1126 A.D. He was appointed magistrate in 

Seville and Grand Magistrate in Cordoba by the Almohad Sultan 

Abu ya'qub, which were high juridical positions in Andalusia. 

Toward the end of his life, he experienced a bitter moment of 

disgrace that culminated in his exile to Lucena, a small town 

near Cordoba. He died in Marrakesh in 1198. Averroes's wide 

learning in jurisprudence, theology, medicine, eloquence, and 

poetry attracted the attention of Ya'qub Yusuf, the ruler of 

the Almohad dynasty, who encouraged him to explain the work 

of Aristotle. He wrote several commentaries on Aristotle's 

work that made him a well-known Muslim philosopher in the 

Middle Ages. 

In his introduction to Averroes's middle commentary on 

the Rhetoric, a work which Badawi himself edited, Badawi 

explains how Averroes wrote three types of commentaries on 

the work of Aristotle 4: 

1. Epitome or Summa: These are short summaries in which 

Averroes assumes authorial voice. In this type of 

commentary, Averroes talks freely about Aristotle's text and 

does not necessarily feel constrained by the structure of the 

primary text. Moreover, the short commentaries or summaries 

often included additional material to help readers relate the 

4. For a more general discussion of Averroes's commentary, see Badawi's 
article "Averroes face au texte qu'il commente" in Multiple Averroes. 
Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1978. 



philosophical discussion to contemporary theological and 

legal matters. 
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2. Commentarius: These middle commentaries are naturally 

longer and tend to come closest to the primary text itself. 

In these commentaries, Averroes begins each section with the 

formulaic expression: "He [Aristotle] said", quotes Aristotle 

very briefly, and proceeds with paraphrase and explanation of 

the primary text. In the paraphrase, it gets harder to 

distinguish between Aristotle's voice and Averroes's voice 

since the two blend in one authorial voice. However, 

Averroes follows the order of the argument in the primary 

text, though he elaborates on the points that he deems 

important. Consequently, this approach makes the commentary 

look longer than the treatise itself. 

3. Larger commentaries: These are commentaries which deal at 

considerable length with the primary text, but show frequent 

diversions to discuss related issues. Averroes goes into 

lengthy explanations of the primary text and covers each 

paragraph in some detail and he often stops at the terms that 

Aristotle uses and explains them. Also Averroes cites Greek 

commentators, such as Alexander of Aphrodisias and 

Themistius, or the work of Muslim philosophers like Al-Farabi 

and Avicenna. According to Badawi, the arguments in the 

large commentary tend to be much more elaborated than in the 

primary text itself. 
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It is worth pointing out here that Charles Butterworth 

translated and edited three short commentaries by Averroes on 

Topics, Rhetoric, and Poetics. (Jawami li-kutub Aristotalis 

fi al-jadal wa-lkhataba wa-shshi'r) as well as Averroes's 

middle commentaries on Categories and De Interpretatione. 

Butterworth also translated and edited Averroes's middle 

commentary on Poetics. There is also a translation of 

Averroes's commentary on Poetics by O. B. Hardison. 

According to Abdurrahrnan Badawi, all or nearly all Averroes's 

commentaries were translated into Latin as well as in Hebrew. 

Badawi continues to explain that all the large commentaries 

in Arabic are lost, excepting the one on Metaphysics; 

however, most of these large commentaries are still available 

in either Latin or Hebrew translations, or in both 

translations (59). In his analysis of Averroes's method of 

commenting on Aristotle's texts in "Averroes face au texte 

qu'il commente," Abdurrahrnan Badawi limits his discussion to 

the middle and large commentaries, dismissing the short 

commentaries as "small free summaries" (59). This chapter 

will focus primarily on the strategies that Averroes uses in 

his small commentaries, with special emphasis on his short 

commentary on the Rhetoric. 

It is also worth mentioning that the noted medieval 

translators who rendered the works of Aristotle into Arabic 

were Hunayn Ibn Ishaq, his son Ishaq, and Ibn AI-Bitriq. The 
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translations into Arabic of Categoriae, Organon, De 

Interpretatione, Analytica Priora, Analytica Posteriora, 

Topica, Sophistica, Rhetorica, Poetica, Physica, De 

Generatione et Corruptione, Liber Animae, Liber Sensus et 

Sensati, Liber Animalium, Metaphysica, Ethica as well as 

Plato's Republic were mostly done by these three translators. 

In his bibliographical work Kitab al-Fihris, the Muslim 

chronicler Ibn Al-Nadim paid tribute to these translators, 

whom he called "the encyclopedists," thus emphasizing the 

disciplinary character of translation and its important 

contribution in cultural production. Regarding the dramatic 

effects of this cultural activity on Greek philosophy in 

general and Aristotle's work in particular, Paul Oskar 

Kristeller acknowledges that Aristotle attained in medieval 

Muslim Arabic culture "an authority and doctrinal 

preponderance that he had never possessed in Greek antiquity 

to the very end" ( 3 5) . 

In the twelfth century A.D., most Latin translations 

from the Greek came through the Norman kingdom of Sicily. As 

Carolyn Prager notes, the Sicilian court under Roger II of 

Sicily around 1152 was as a place frequently visited by 

famous English scholars such as Adelard of Bath and John of 

Salisbury. The work of these scholars, Prager maintains, 

served as "an important conduit of knowledge about Greek and 
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particular" (52). 
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The school of translation in Toledo in Spain was yet 

another important center in the West actively involved in the 

rendering into Latin of the Arabic translations and 

commentaries. Hermannus Alemannus did most of the 

translations of the Arabic commentaries by Averroes and Al

Farabi on Aristotle's Poetics and Rhetoric into Latin between 

1243 and 1256. Among the medieval figures in Western 

philosophy interested in Aristotle's works was Roger Bacon, 

who, according to Westacott, "studied thoroughly both the 

works of Aristotle in the Latin translations, and also the 

commentaries thereon of Arabian philosophers" (17). Saint 

Thomas Aquinas was particularly interested in the work of 

Averroes, against whom he launched a polemical attack in his 

treatise On the Unity of the Intellect Against the 

Averroists. 

In her essay "Pratique de la traduction en Espagne au 

Moyen Age: les travaux toledans," Clara Foz describes the 

Toledan population in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries-

composed of Spanish, Arabs, and Jews--as a rich multilingual 

and multicultural environment that offered an important site 

for dialogue between diverse cultures (29). Foz explains 

that Latin was introduced later in Toledo after Alphonse VI 

conquered the city. This rich linguistic and cultural 
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contact in medieval Spain has an important implication in our 

understanding of medieval history in the sense that it 

defeats the existing view of medieval Western society as 

something monolithic, univocal, and uncomplicated. 

Casti11an, Arabic, and Hebrew in fact added a significant 

cultural dimension to the Greco-Roman tradition through the 

translations and the commentaries written in all these 

languages. Foz writes: 

Ainsi, To1ede, grand centre de 1a culture arabe, 
devint, avec 1a reconquete du territoire par 1es 
chretiens en 1085, 1e point de rencontre entre 
l'Orient et 1 'Occident, ce1ui-ci accusant un retard 
cu1ture1 et scientifique enorme par rapport a 
ce1ui-1a. (30) 

Thus Toledo, a great center of Arabic culture, 
became, with the reconquest of territory by the 
Christians in 1085, a meeting point between the 
Orient and the Occident, the latter lagging behind 
culturally and scientifically in comparison with 
the former. (30) 

A careful study of the complex character of the textual 

transmission of Aristotle's treatises on the Rhetoric and the 

Poetics from Greek into Arabic and then into Latin for 

example would certainly open up new horizons for fruitful 

research in the rhetoric and the literature programs in this 

country. There is a large body of Arabic scholarship on the 

Aristotelian tradition that still needs to be translated and 

edited. The inclusion of such work will constitute a 

tremendous contribution to the history of rhetoric and 

poetics in the Humanities because it will indicate a good 
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appreciation of the academic effort that Muslim philosophers 

demonstrated by working closely with Greek commentators, such 

as Themistius and John the Grammarian, with whom they engaged 

in an academic debate over Aristotle's works as well as the 

commentaries of Alexander of Aphrodisias, a well-known 

Aristotelian commentator at that time. 
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Averroes's Short Commentary on the Rhetoric 

This brief commentary on Aristotle's treatise on the 

modes of persuasion in public speaking is part of a corpus of 

texts that Averroes produced before 1170 A.D., as some 

studies of the chronology of the works of Averroes suggest 

(M. Alonso and N. Morata). As I mentioned earlier, there is 

an English translation of three short commentaries by 

Averroes on the Topics, the Rhetoric, and the Poetics by 

Charles Butterworth which appeared in 1977. So far no 

English translation of the middle commentary has been done 

although the Arabic text is available in two editions, one 

by M.S. Salim in 1969 and another one by Abdurrahman Badawi. 

In my view, this commentary has an important significance to 

the study of rhetoric since it reflects Averroes's interest 

in rhetoric as an art intimately concerned with public 

discourse and as a site for various forms of 

intersubjectivity. 

In addition, the commentary presents us with a network 

of ideas and texts in which one text refers to other texts. 

For example, in his introductory words on rhetoric, Averroes 

refers to a previous commentary that he did on the Topics. 

Moreover, the commentary shows the extent to which Averroes 

respects the spirit of the Aristotelian text since he 

mentions the references and allusions that Aristotle makes to 

his other texts, such as the Topics and Prior Analytics. 
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Thus right at the beginning of his short commentary on the 

Rhetoric Averroes establishes an important sense of 

connection between the Topics, Prior Analytics, and the 

Rhetoric and outlines a coherent order of argument: 

since we have finished speaking about dialectical 
syllogisms and the extent of assent they provide, 
let us speak about persuasive things and the extent 
of assent that they too provide. (63) 

Put differently, the discussion of the art of persuasion 

comes after a discussion of dialectical syllogisms that 

Averroes treats in his commentary on the Topics. Following 

Aristotle, Averroes establishes a close connection between 

dialectic and rhetoric. 

Having already defined the concept of belief in his 

commentary on the Topics, Averroes defines persuasion as "a 

kind of belief which the soul trusts despite a certain 

feeling of opposition" [revised translation] (63). Whereas 

Aristotle starts his treatise with a broad definition of 

rhetoric as "the faculty of observing in any given case the 

available means of persuasion," [1355b] Averroes immediately 

embarks on the direct examination of persuasion itself. This 

move on the part of Averroes is dictated by the expedient 

character of a short commentary. The commentator goes 

directly to the point and explains it in the simplest terms 

possible because he is aware of the time and space 

constraints put upon him in addressing a specific audience. 
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We should remember that Averroes had in mind the Almohad 

Sultan, Abu Ya'qub, who had originally encouraged him to 

embark on this task. 

The commentator, following Aristotle, divides the modes 

of persuasion into two categories: one consisting of 

arguments and another one consisting of what he terms 

"external things" like oaths and testimonies. That is, of 

the modes of persuasion, some belong to rhetoric and others 

lie on the periphery, such as testimonies, oaths, and so on. 

In the primary text, we read: 

Of the modes of persuasion some belong strictly to 
the art of rhetoric and some do not. By the latter 
I mean such things as are not supplied by the 
speaker but are there at the outset--witnesses, 
evidence given under torture, written contracts, 
and so on. [Aristotle, 1355b] 

Again, following Aristotle, Averroes divides the faculties 

for providing argument into two parts: examples and 

enthyrnemes. Averroes announces his intention to deal with 

these two parts first because for him they are, as he puts 

it, "worthy of being considered persuasive . . . and are 

primordial by nature" ( 63) . 

Averroes first discusses the logical appeal before he 

addresses the other modes of persuasion, such as the personal 

character of the speaker and the audience. It appears that 

Averroes's main concern in this first part of his commentary 

is a discussion of the nature of the enthyrneme. He writes: 
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"We say: the enthymeme is a syllogism leading to a conclusion 

which corresponds to unexamined opinion previously existing 

among all or most people" (63-64). That is, Averroes is 

mainly interested in the manner in which both dialectic and 

rhetoric are concerned with faculties for providing 

arguments. What preoccupies Averroes most is the part on 

logic in Aristotle's treatise and particularly the connection 

between dialectical and rhetorical proof. We can conclude 

that by this logical contextualization of Aristotle's 

treatise on rhetoric, Averroes emphasizes the philosophical 

stature of the discipline. Aristotle describes this 

connection in the following terms: 

With regard to the persuasion achieved by proof or 
apparent proof: just as in dialectic there is 
induction on the one hand and syllogism or 
apparent syllogism on the other, so it is in 
rhetoric. The example is an induction, the 
enthymeme is a syllogism, and the apparent 
enthymeme is an apparent syllogism. (1356b) 

In his attempt to discuss enthymematic processes, 

Averroes first enumerates the rhetorical syllogisms and sets 

up strategies to examine their nature and function. He 

addresses the question of the forms of syllogisms first and 

then proceeds with an examination of their content. This 

strategy allows the commentator to remain closer to the text 

he is interpreting. In Aristotle's text we read: 

It is possible to form syllogisms and draw 
conclusions from the results of previous 
syllogisms; or, on the other hand, from premises 



which have not been thus proved, and at the same 
time are so little accepted that they call for 
proof. (1357a) 

Averroes proceeds with the enumeration of the various 
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forms of syllogisms because in this way, as he puts it, "we 

will arrive at the types of all the persuasive syllogisms 

with respect to their forms" (64). Thus he distinguishes, 

first, conditional syllogisms and in this category he 

identifies two types, disjunctive syllogisms and conjunctive 

syllogisms. Secondly, Averroes identifies contradictory 

syllogisms and gives a few examples to support his 

explanation of this type of syllogism. And lastly he 

concludes this enumeration in the following terms: "These are 

the classes of enthymemes according to their forms. They 

correspond absolutely to the classes of syllogisms" (67). 

Here again, Averroes shows that he stays close to Aristotle's 

treatise, especially when he refers to other Aristotelian 

texts, particularly Prior Analytics, in an effort to address 

the question of rhetorical syllogism. 

After he has listed the different types of syllogisms, 

Averroes moves on to the section on the material aspects of 

syllogisms in which he discusses proofs and signs. In 

Aristotle's text we read: 

Now the materials of enthymemes are Probabilities 
and Signs, which we can see must correspond 
respectively with the propositions that are 
generally and those that are necessarily true. 
(1357a) 
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Then Averroes devotes a whole part (Sections 26 through 

31) to discuss exemplification as a rhetorical proof. For 

every type of example he examines, he gives an illustration 

to show what he means. I should point out that the examples 

he uses are not necessarily Greek. They are either generic 

expressing universal factual statements such as: 

1. The sky is created because the wall is created. 

2. Honey dilutes because sugar dissolves. 

3. Pleasures are bad because wine is bad. 

4. The king in the city is like the deity in the 
world, and as the deity is one, so too ought the 
king to be. 

Or they are taken from a Muslim Arabic cultural environment. 

For example in section 31, Averroes draws upon the work of 

AI-Ghazali to emphasize the importance of the example as a 

rhetorical syllogism: II He [Abu AI-Maali] said: 'The example 

means conviction by way of guidance, not necessarily by means 

of syllogism and close observation. '" We can understand from 

this approach an occasional need from the part of the 

commentator to depart from certain structural aspects of the 

primary text. This departure is appropriately justified by a 

keen awareness of an Arabic speaking audience. 

Then Averroes moves on to the discussion of the modes of 

persuasion which do not occur by argument (Section 33). In 

this context, whereas Aristotle identifies Ethos, Pathos, 



139 

Logos as three modes of persuasion (1356a), Averroes expands 

this list and proposes thirteen kinds: 

1. Ethos: The virtuous character of the speaker which is 

opposed to the defect of his opponent. Averroes emphasizes 

the importance of this aspect in good delivery because it 

allows the speaker to win sympathy from the audience. 

2. Pathos: the speaker's ability to persuade the audience by 

appealing to the emotions. 

3. The speaker's ability to persuade his audience by his use 

of moral arguments, as Galen used to do. Averroes describes 

this kind in the following terms: 

Among them [the modes of persuasion] what 
inclines the listeners by means of moral arguments, 
by making them imagine that only the chaste, the 
intelligent, those whose opinions have not been 
corrupted and who do not follow imitation accept 
their arguments, just as Galen used to do 
[translation modified]. (72) 

4. Extolling and belittling the matter which is spoken about. 

Averroes believes that the audience naturally tends to lean 

toward what is praiseworthy and avoids what is belittled and 

deprecated. 

5. Consensus. 

6. Testimonies. 

7. Incitement and intimidation. 

8. Challenging and betting. 

9. Oaths. 

10. The manner of speaking, tone, and rhythm. 
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11. Distortion of arguments. Also manipulation of arguments 

in such a manner as to show what is repulsive and the ease by 

which it can be opposed. Again, following Aristotle, 

Averroes considers that this type belongs to sophistry rather 

than to rhetoric. 

For Averroes, such are the external modes of 

persuasion. 5 However, he insists that the enthymeme is a 

primordial mode of persuasion. As he remarks in his 

introductory sections (2 and 3), enthymemes are "more worthy 

of being considered persuasive than the latter [ external 

modes of persuasion] and are prior by nature." Averroes 

suggests that persuasion is somewhat concealed in some of the 

kinds of external modes of persuasion that he has just 

proposed, the most important of which is testimony. He 

considers that testimonies constitute an important kind of 

external modes of persuasion. He explains that whereas the 

public is generally persuaded by testimonies, some Muslim 

philosophers, such as the dialectical theologians [al

mutakallimin] , do not limit themselves to the testimony of 

the Legislator, the Prophet Muhammad, in their search for 

knowledge of the origin of the world, the existence of God, 

and other religious and metaphysical matters. such thinkers 

rigorously employ the syllogism to test the truth of the 

testimony. 

5. It appears that modes 12 and 13 are missing in the text. 
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Averroes suggests that recorded tradition is another 

important kind of external modes persuasion. Also there is 

consensus, a mode that Averroes defines as "a general 

agreement of the members of the religious community on a 

religious matter" (section 41). Consensus gets its 

persuasive power from the infallible character of the 

testimony of the Divine Law. Averroes explains that some 

theologians became aware of the binding character of 

consensus and proposed that "He who breaks a consensus is not 

an infidel" (section 42). Averroes quotes Al-Ghazali, who 

stated in his work The Difference between Islam and Atheism, 

"There has not been yet consensus on the meaning of 

consensus" (section 42) . 

And lastly, there is challenge. Averroes explains that 

the most persuasive form of challenge is achieved by 

extraordinary miracles, feats that humans can never achieve. 

Averroes continues to explain that "even if the feat is 

extremely marvelous, it still means good faith in the subject 

who carries out this feat, especially if the feat is of a 

divine nature" (section 43). Averroes quotes Al-Ghazali who 

states in his book The Balance (Al-Qistas): "Belief in the 

Messengers [i.e., the Prophets] by means of miracles, as the 

dialectical theologians have described it, is for common 

people; the select few have a different way" [revised 

translation] (77). 
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Toward the end of his short commentary, Averroes 

emphasizes the importance of the enthymeme in achieving 

persuasion: "Now the enthymemes are more noble and more 

advanced since they may be used to affirm what has not been 

clearly existent or clearly persuasive" [revised translation] 

(77). For Averroes, when the excellence of the moral 

character of the speaker is not clearly established, 

enthymemes serve to bring it out (section 44). Also 

enthymemes serve to support claims about miracles, 

testimonies, traditions, and all other matters that involve 

disputes. Averroes considers that all these modes of 

persuasion, by means of either argument or things outside the 

realm of argument, are used in all of the intellectual arts 

in the way ancient rhetoricians used them because they 

believed that such modes led to conviction and certitude 

(section 44) . 

Averroes concludes his commentary by stating that when 

Aristotle realized the importance of these modes of 

persuasion in public discourse, he proposed systematic rules 

for the art of persuasion. Averroes adopts the division of 

oratory into three kinds, which Aristotle himself proposes in 

Book I: Firstly, epideictic oratory, in which the speaker 

judges the good or bad character of a person. Secondly, 

forensic oratory, in which the speaker is concerned with just 

or unjust actions in the past. And thirdly, deliberative 
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oratory, in which the speaker is concerned with what is 

useful or harmful in a proposed course of action to be taken 

in the future. Averroes emphasizes the character of civic 

discourse as an important site for persuasion. 
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Exemplification in Averroes's Commentary on the Rhetoric 

We can identify at least four types of examples in this 

commentary: firstly, examples that are generic; secondly, 

examples directly taken from Aristotle's text; thirdly, 

examples attributed to the ancients; and lastly, examples 

taken from the Arabic tradition. Averroes's use of generic 

examples serves to establish a universal character of the 

enthyrneme. For example, in his discussion of the example as 

a rhetorical syllogism, Averroes gives a general example: 

"When someone advises someone else to take a certain kind of 

medicine, he says to him: 

-Use it; 
-Because so-and-so used it; 
-And it helped him." 

Also we find factual statements like: 

-The brightness of the moon grows little by little; 
-Therefore, the moon is spherical. 

Or: 

-So-and-so is gathering men, preparing arms, and is 
fortifying his country; 
-There is no enemy near him; 
-Therefore, he is resolved upon revolting against the 
authority of the king. 

Or: 

-So-and-so did not budge from his position; 
-All his companions were defeated until he was felled; 
-Therefore, he was brave. 

Or: 

-Everything which is done has a subject. 
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Or: 

-A sick person who obeys his desires, 
-And does not listen to his doctor's advice, 
-Will not be cured. 

Or: 

What is more agreeable and easier is preferable. 

Or: 

-So-and-so showed the vulnerability of the town, 
-Because he climbed upon the wall and watched for the enemy, 
-And he who points out the vulnerability of the town does 
that. 

His use of examples directly taken from Aristotle's text 

serves to show the close proximity between the primary text 

and the commentary. In his discussion of signs, Averroes 

adapts Aristotle's example: "The fact that Socrates was wise 

and just is a sign that the wise are just" (1357b) and turns 

it into: "wise men are virtuous, because Socrates was a 

virtuous wise man." 

His use of examples attributed to the ancients serves to 

show Averroes's keen sense of tradition. In his discussion 

of the enthymeme in his section 8, Averroes uses an example 

which he attributes to the ancients: 

-If that which exists was created, it has a beginning; 
-If it wasn't, then it does not have a beginning. 

Averroes refers to Galen and several anatomists who use 

conditional syllogism to deduce unknown animal actions. For 

example: 
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-Whenever the reflexive nerve goes away, the voice goes with 
it. 
-Therefore, when there is a reflexive nerve, there is voice. 

In section 14, which he devotes to the discussion of 

contradictory syllogisms, Averroes gives the following 

example: 

-If all humans do not feel, then all animals do not feel. 
-For all humans are animals. 

In his discussion of signs in sections 21 and 22, we find the 

following examples: 

-The nerve grows out of the brain because it is implanted in 
it. 

Or: 

-Time is the celestial sphere; 
-Because all things are in time; 
-And all things are in the celestial sphere. 

In his discussion of premises, he writes: "For instance, in 

Plato's disputation of the view that Protagoras suggests when 

he said: 'Nothing is perceived,' Plato replied: 'therefore, 

something is perceived. '" 

Averroes's use of examples taken from the Arabic 

tradition clearly shows his sense of an Arabic speaking 

audience which he is targeting. Averroes adapts the Greek 

text to an Arabic context by drawing upon the Arabic culture 

and language. Most of the examples are from the Arabic 

cultural tradition. For example, in section 12, Averroes 

draws upon an example from an Arabic context in his 

discussion of the disjunctive enthymeme that does not fulfill 
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all the opposing considerations. He quotes Abu AI-Maali [Al-

Juwayni], who in his book titled Guidance (AI-Irshad) wanted 

to refute the idea of creation from the elements: 

If that which is created came into existence from 
the four elements, then that could not help but be 
either by means of some bodies which intermix with 
each other until the two bodies are brought 
together in one place, or by each one of them 
independently. And both of these types are 
impossible. That there should be more than one 
element from which one being is created is 
impossible. (66) 

What this approach suggests is that Averroes is aware of 

his position as a commentator in the sense that he succeeds 

in bringing together in his commentary both the ancient Greek 

tradition and the medieval Muslim-Arabic tradition. More 

important, in his approach to the study of rhetoric, Averroes 

considers Aristotle's treatise on the art of persuasion to 

contain a logical teaching. Such a view of rhetoric is 

consistent with the arrangement and classification of 

Aristotle's Organon in medieval philosophy, where it includes 

the Rhetoric and Poetics. 

Another method of tackling the commentary that Averroes 

follows is that of breaking the text into sections. Thus we 

find the following line of argument: there is a section on 

the enthymeme, with subsections on the forms and materials of 

enthymemes, a section on examples, and a section on the 

external modes of persuasion, with subsections on every kind 

belonging to this category. Clearly this method of writing 
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the commentary has important didactic consequences because it 

presents the reader with a coherent progression of the 

discussion of the modes used in the art of persuasion. 

Unlike the method he uses in his Middle Commentary on the 

Book of Rhetoric [talkhis kitab al-khataba], in which he 

introduces each section with the formulaic expression "He 

[Aristotle] said: ... ," without actually quoting directly 

from the primary text, but simply paraphrasing what comes 

afterward, Averroes proceeds with much freedom in tackling 

the primary text. 

The commentary on the Rhetoric is an interpretation of 

Aristotle's philosophical and rhetorical ideas. Therefore, I 

would argue that a careful reading of this commentary in 

conjunction with the text of Aristotle will serve to show how 

arguments are invented and how concepts are added, modified 

or omitted. Also this commentary provides students of 

rhetoric with new questions regarding the art of reading and 

the relationship between the commentary and the primary text. 

In this perspective, omissions, distortions, or additions are 

seen as significant rhetorical strategies translating an 

important cultural bias rather than a "serious" weakness in 

the treatment of the Aristotelian tradition. 
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Theoretical Implications 

In my view, the recovery of the classical Greek texts by 

Latin scholars should not render the commentaries of Muslim 

commentators such as Al Farabi, Avicenna, and Averroes 

obsolete. They should rather provide us with new questions 

about the nature and function of interpretation, and a new 

insight into the status of the commentary. Thus the general 

implication that we can draw from this concerns the medieval 

commentary as an important form of scholarship. According to 

Marjorie Woods, "[t]he relationship between text and 

commentary was extremely close during the medieval period" 

(133). Woods explains that most commentaries were lemmatic, 

that is, "the text was broken up into short phrases for 

glossing, and these phrases (the lemmata) provided the 

organizing principle for the commentary" (133). 

This should provide students of medieval studies with a 

rich area of research, especially if the commentaries are 

read in conjunction with the primary texts. Therefore, I 

would argue that the commentaries or glosses on classical 

texts should be included in the study of manuals of rhetoric. 

For example, the Rhetoric of Aristotle itself should be 

taught in conjunction with Greek and Latin commentaries as 

well as medieval Arabic and Hebrew commentaries in order to 

expose students to different politics of interpretation of 

Aristotle's treatise. 
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Woods explains some of the reasons why medieval 

commentaries have been neglected in academic research, most 

important of which are the cultural prejudices directed 

against medieval methods of interpretation and analysis. A 

commentary is generally seen as a secondary heuristic 

instrument to help explain the meaning of the primary text. 

Such attitudes fail to see the commentary as a form of 

metalanguage/metatext (134). 

In The Order of Things, Michel Foucault examines the 

notion of resemblance and explains that up till the end of 

the sixteenth century, this concept played "a constructive 

role in the knowledge of Western culture" (17). Resemblance, 

Foucault suggests, largely "guided exegesis and the 

interpretation of texts" (17). Resemblance also controlled 

the art of representing things. 

Foucault considers four aspects of resemblance: 

convenientia, aemulatio, analogy, and the play of sympathies. 

For Foucault, convenientia denotes "the adjacency of places 

more strongly than it does similitude" (18). Things are 

'convenient' when they come sufficiently close to one another 

to be in juxtaposition. Foucault writes: "the extremity of 

the one also denotes the beginning of the other" (18). In 

this way, Foucault explains, "movement, influences, passions, 

and properties too, are communicated" (18). Foucault 

suggests several terms to describe this intimate relation 
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between the text and the commentary: adjacency, proximity, 

juxtaposition, resemblance, convenience, conjunction, and 

adjustment. What these terms suggest is a sense of contact 

zone, to use Khatibi's terms, "a third way" between a 

classical Greek text and a medieval Muslim commentary. 

A commentary takes the place of the primary text, but 

before it does that, it has to create a space of adjacency 

with the primary text. Therefore, both the commentary and 

the primary text become "convenient" in the sense that they 

come close enough to one another and create a relation of 

juxtaposition. As Foucault explains, "adjacency is not an 

exterior relation between things, but the sign of a 

relationship, obscure though it may be" (18). 

In this context, what the commentary strives to achieve 

is a relation of resemblance to the primary text. Foucault 

explains that resemblance always seeks to become "double as 

soon as one attempts to unravel it" (18). A commentary 

stands 'convenient' to the primary text and adjusts itself to 

the primary text. The commentary also ensures continuity by 

prolonging the text's line of argument into the future, and 

at the same time it interrupts/breaks that continuity by 

seeking to replace the primary text itself and acts as its 

double. In this case, the commentary seeks to efface the 

primary text. Also if the primary text becomes an object of 

language, something to be described and analyzed, the 
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commentary yields to criticism. One might say that the 

commentary creates a space for itself by being a transition 

from the primary text to the criticism of that text. 

As regards the medieval Muslim commentaries, the 

implication that we can draw is that they are historically 

significant since they show how Aristotle's philosophical and 

rhetorical ideas were interpreted during the Middle Ages. 

Also the commentaries serve as a critique by Muslim 

philosophers on the work of a philosopher they considered 

pagan. In his commentaries on the work of Aristotle, 

Averroes raised important questions concerning the 

relationship between philosophy, politics, and religion. 

This relationship is clearly articulated in his commentary on 

the Rhetoric, though short it may be. Thus, the wide 

implication that we can draw from his work is how to 

establish the connection between the Rhetoric and other 

Aristotelian texts such as Ethics, Poetics, Topics, Politics, 

and Prior Analytics. 

Another important implication is how the commentary 

presents itself as a literary genre that displays several 

forms. Thus we have the short commentary, the middle 

commentary, and the large commentary. The commentary is 

traditionally viewed as a text appended to the primary text, 

an aid to read the primary text. I suggest that we should 

view the commentary as a text that goes beyond the didactic 
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function that is traditionally given to it and consider it 

instead an object in itself rather than a heuristic 

instrument, an aid to understand the primary text. Not only 

is the commentary a textual interpretation, but it is also a 

textual production. In this sense, the commentary is an 

important site for more discussion about the complex nature 

of reading and writing since it displays limitations, 

omissions, distortions in its treatment of the primary text. 

Moreover, as I have pointed out earlier in this chapter, 

the Muslim commentary is an important component to the study 

of classical and medieval texts since it serves as a site of 

juxtaposition of two sets of ideas constructed in two 

different contexts, the Christian European world and the 

Muslim Eastern world. As Paul Kristeller argues, "the 

commentary as a literary genre . . . discloses the 

intellectual interests of the commentator and his approach to 

his text" (I, x). Kristeller continues to argue that 

"commentaries often indicate the connections in which a given 

author was read or studied, that is, the branches of learning 

which he served to illustrate, and the other ancient or 

medieval authors associated with him" (I. x). The fact that 

commentaries were an important form of scholarship in the 

Middle Ages will ineluctably have a significant consequence 

since, as Paul Kristeller puts it, "the study of the 

commentaries will thus throw much light upon the curricula of 
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the schools and universities in which they originated" (I.x). 

We will have a significant insight into the nature of the 

school system in both East and West and the dynamics of the 

discursive practices in the social, political, and religious 

contexts of the two worlds. 

Other important implications include the fact that 

the commentaries provide students of rhetoric with authentic 

medieval texts that were written as responses to, glosses on, 

or interpretations of Greek texts. The commentaries provide 

students with material to reconstruct an intellectual and 

cultural situation, a perspective of a Greek text, because 

they provide valid means to work out relationships between 

primary texts and interpretations/glosses of those texts. 

The commentary and the primary text provide a stemma, that is 

a family tree that has been constructed. 

The Arabic commentaries should provide modern readers of 

rhetoric with questions about the kind of information and the 

aspects of the history and the development of the Greek text 

that they would want to construct from the commentary. 

Together with the Latin commentaries, the Arabic commentaries 

provide a mUltiplicity of views and perspectives. If we are 

interested in how a Greek text was taught and interpreted, we 

may be less interested in a homogeneous and unified European 

view than in a multicultural and multidisciplinary view. 

When we include the Arabic commentary we are inevitably 
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expanding our readings and therefore our understanding of the 

history of rhetoric. We end up with a more complex view of 

the discipline itself. This clearly should open up further 

possibilities for research on the stages of the transmission 

of the Greek texts from Greek into Arabic, Hebrew, Syriac, 

and Aramaic into Latin. Questions concerning editing, such 

as omissions, revisions, and alterations will have to be 

addressed. 

The Arabic commentaries are valuable primarily for 

historians of medieval theology and philosophy. In my view, 

the commentaries on the Rhetoric and the Poetics should 

constitute a point of departure for discussion ranging far 

from strictly theological topics and they should be included 

in the canon of rhetorical history. The commentaries contain 

a vast wealth of information of all kinds in the sense that 

they provide an intellectual and sociopolitical map of the 

period during which they were written and an insight into the 

nature of the dynamics of the sociopolitical context of the 

primary text. 

To date, the medieval Arabic commentaries on the work of 

Aristotle are still largely unnoticed and ignored in favor of 

the Latin commentaries of the period. In my view, such 

neglect should be reconsidered and the Arabic commentaries 

should occupy an important place in the transition between 

Greek and Latin scholarship on rhetoric. The commentaries 
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are historically significant since they constitute a channel 

for wide ranging discussion of Greek philosophy at the 

universities of the Middle Ages. As Julie Scott Meisami 

observes, 

the Arabs, historically important because their 
'incursions' herald the end of antiquity, are 
culturally negligible because culturally 
unassimilable, in contrast to the Germanic peoples 
who helped to perpetuate Roman Latin culture. (344) 

For our purpose in this study, the commentary is a 

particular kind of context. By acting on the primary text, 

the commentary creates a tension between itself and the text 

that it seeks to interpret. There is another perception of 

the scope and the complexity of the commentary, in which 

relations between the primary text and the commentary appear 

dynamic and multidirectional. 
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Concluding Remarks 

In considering the medieval Muslim commentary tradition 

on Aristotle's Rhetoric, I have limited my study to a short 

commentary written by one of the most influential 

commentators of the medieval period. I do not pretend that 

this text is representative of the views of other medieval 

Muslim commentators, such as Al-Farabi and Avicenna. 

However, the implications are still important in the sense 

that the body of texts that such commentators wrote, some of 

which are now available in English and French translations, 

will contribute greatly to the understanding of the 

epistemological framework of the medieval European culture 

and its neighboring culture in the East as well. Especially 

today, the Arabic tradition merits serious attention by 

virtue of its presence in the medieval philosophical and 

rhetorical traditions. 

This chapter has attempted to point out the position the 

commentary should take in the canon of rhetoric. The 

commentary is not simply an act of paraphrasing the primary 

text; it is a force that creates and circumscribes the 

primary text. The primary text and the commentary are locked 

in a negotiation of meaning and an exchange of views. In 

this sense, the commentator must assume that the primary text 

needs help to convey its meaning, and he, therefore, shares 

with the author of the primary text a position of authority. 
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The commentator subsumes the authorial voice of the primary 

text. 

Thus without the recognition of this Arabic 

contribution, the history of rhetoric is sadly truncated. 

The commentaries provide us with a great insight into the 

manner in which Greek learning was transmitted to the Latin 

world and therefore they deserve a place in the history of 

rhetoric in particular and in intellectual history in 

general. In brief, they should be included in the manuals of 

rhetoric because, to put it in Kristeller's terms, "Aristotle 

attained among the Arabs an authority and doctrinal 

preponderance that he had never possessed in Greek antiquity 

to the very end" (35). 
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If now it be asked, what are the intended objects of our 
inquiries within these spacious limits, we answer, MAN 
and NATURE; whatever is performed by the one or produced 
by the other. .. 

Sir William Jones 

Holger Pedersen describes linguistic study in the 

eighteenth century as a new spirit in which the human mind 

was now open to "a better understanding of the kinship 

between languages" (9). Pedersen explains that a systematic 

collection of materials was begun, partly on the initiative 

of Leibniz, who tried to interest his many correspondents, 

among whom there were travelers, missionaries, and even Peter 

the Great of Russia (9). Pedersen continues to explain that 

Catherine II was more interested in linguistic science than 

Peter the Great, and as a result, a great survey of more than 

two hundred languages of Europe and Asia appeared in 1786-87, 

edited by the famous German traveler and natural scientist 

P.S. Pallas (10). A similar work came out in 1800-05 by the 

Spanish Jesuit Lorenzo Herbvas y Paduro which included around 

three hundred languages of Asia and Europe as well as of 
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America, where Hervas himself worked as a missionary (10). 

Pedersen, who actually gives us a neat picture of the context 

in which this intellectual activity took place, concludes 

that "the eighteenth century outlined a comprehensive 

programme for linguistic science, and undertook the great 

labor of collection" (11). It is worth mentioning that 

nearly all forms of knowledge during this period were 

governed by a spirit of classifying, naming, and fossilizing 

as an attempt to stabilize and fix what is in reality a 

constantly changing natural world. 6 

In this perspective, from the end of the eighteenth 

century, Europe seriously started to institutionalize the 

study of a complex Orient in order to know it and control it 

in a more effective manner. In addition to famous academic 

institutions, such as Cambridge and Oxford in Britain, where 

Arabic, Persian, and Sanskrit were taught, there emerged a 

network of other institutions which encouraged all kinds of 

scientific research in oriental languages and cultures. The 

East India Company, The Royal Society, and The Asiatic 

Society of Bengal earnestly sponsored oriental studies and 

assigned to British orientalists the function of mediator 

6. The work of Mary Louise Pratt Imperial Eyes offers a neat picture of 
this obssession of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European mind 
with collecting, naming, and classifying as an attempt to impose a 
universal order on a continuous flux. 
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between the West and the mysterious and exotic cultures of 

the East. 

As A. J. Arberry observes, in this period, the East 

India Company, aware of its desire to send out employees to 

serve in the East with some basic knowledge of oriental 

languages and cultures, founded the college at Herford, now 

known as Haileybury, where Arabic and Persian were among the 

subjects taught (16). As a result, Arberry continues to 

explain, oriental studies became so popular in eighteenth-

century England to the extent that Englishmen serving in 

India conversed learnedly in Persian and Arabic and quoted 

Persian poets as they would quote Horace (17). Arberry notes 

that the East India Company was in fact instrumental in 

promoting oriental studies and thus allowed Britain to lead 

the rest of European countries in Islamic as well as Indian 

scholarship (17). 

Along these same lines of argument, Edward Said 

describes in general terms the nature of orientalist 

discourse during that period: 

From the end of the eighteenth century, there 
emerged a complex Orient suitable for study in the 
academy, for display in the museum, for 
reconstruction in the colonial office, for 
theoretical illustration in anthropological, 
biological, linguistic, racial, and historical 
theses about mankind and the universe, for 
instances of economic and sociological theories of 
development, revolution, cultural personality, 
national or religious character. (7-8) 



162 

For Said, the eighteenth century marked a period of 

significant change in the political and cultural 

relationships between East and West as the latter turned the 

former into an object of study at various levels, by creating 

the appropriate institutional context for this kind of 

scholarship. 

In this chapter, I want to highlight the significance of 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century orientalist discourse with 

special attention to the writing of grammars of oriental 

languages. I want to demonstrate that grammar writing which 

British orientalists carried out during this period 

constituted one of the ideological apparatuses of empire. 

For this purpose, I want to combine the study of genre with a 

critique of ideology in order to articulate how this type of 

intellectual activity had produced an oriental reality for 

travelers, civil servants, merchants, missionaries, and 

amateur artists. Therefore, I will proceed with a close 

reading of three grammar textbooks: Sir William Jones's A 

Grammar of the Persian Language, Nathaniel Halhed's A Grammar 

of the Bengal Language, and Duncan Forbes's A Grammar of the 

Hindustani Language, and show how a number of rhetorical 

strategies were manipulated in connection with a specific 

historical juncture. In particular, I want to explore 

through an rhetorical analysis of these texts how eighteenth

and nineteenth-century orientalist discourse reflected a 
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power relation to the structures of knowledge in which Jones, 

Forbes, Halhed, and several other orientalist intellectuals 

of this period were caught up. 

Given that grammar is a body of propositions underlying 

a number of epistemological foundations and constructed in a 

number of socio-historical conditions, the claim to knowledge 

of the grammars of oriental languages which European 

orientalists make in this period is implicated in the 

imperialist project of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

England in the sense that it reflects how orientalist 

grammatical discourse goes about creating the native subjects 

of European imperialism. My reading of this historical 

moment is essentially informed by a number of questions which 

critics such as Mary Louise Pratt and Edward Said have raised 

about the ideological implications of imperialist discourse. 

For example, Mary Louise Pratt puts eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century travel writing under serious scrutiny by 

raising the following questions: 

How has travel and exploration writing produced 
'the rest of the world' for European readerships at 
particular points in Europe's trajectory? How has 
it produced Europe's differentiated conception of 
itself in relation to something it became possible 
to call 'the rest of the world'? How do such 
signifying practices encode and legitimate the 
aspirations of economic expansion and empire? How 
do they betray them? [author's emphasis] (5) 

Therefore, I believe that the study of orientalist 

grammar writing from this angle is important because it opens 
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a whole historical field of research and a whole history of 

knowledge that delineates an intimate connection between 

language and power. Admittedly, this relationship between 

East and West has always been a relationship of power and 

domination, in which the excitingly exotic beauty of the 

Orient, its wealth in natural products, the rich character of 

its languages and cultures celebrated by merchants, 

travelers, philologists, historians, and artists, presented 

Europe with a good enough reason to study it and turn it into 

a commodity. 

For the purpose of this study, Sir William Jones's A 

Grammar of the Persian Language, Duncan Forbes's A Grammar of 

the Hindustani Language, and Nathaniel Halhed's A Grammar of 

the Bengal Language are good representative texts of the 

nature of this cultural contact between British officials on 

the one hand, and the populations of the East on the other. 

These grammar textbooks aim at empowering the British 

intelligentsia serving in India with a good grasp of Persian, 

Hindustani, or Bengali. Moreover, the texts constitute a 

full rhetorical statement because they are addressed to a 

specific type of audience for a specific purpose in a 

specific situation. Needless to say that the authors of 

these texts are eminent British orientalists whose work is 

linked with imperial expansion. Sir William Jones for 

example is one of the founders of the Asiatic Society of 
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Bengal. For this purpose, I believe that we can rightly 

consider these texts a useful tool for a better understanding 

of some characteristics of orientalist discourse in 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England. 
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Sir William Jones's A Grammar of the Persian Language 

Sir William Jones was well trained in civil law, deeply 

read in philology and literature, and fully acquainted with 

the interests of the civil servants, merchants, diplomats, 

and the princes of Europe. Twentieth-century critics like 

Edward Said, Martin Bernal, and Hans Aarsleff quite justly 

consider William Jones one of the first European pioneers in 

orientalism in the eighteenth century. Being both a jurist 

and an enthusiastic orientalist, Sir Jones studied Arabic and 

Persian in Oxford before his trip to India, where he devoted 

most of his time to the study of Sanskrit. He wrote his 

famous A Grammar of the Persian Language, translated and 

edited several Persian texts, and did an excellent 

translation of the Seven Odes (Al-Muallakat) of pre-Islamic 

Arabia. In 1774 he published his Commentaries on Asiatic 

Poetry (Poesi Asiatica), a work that was received with 

admiration by his contemporaries in Europe. 

Sir William Jones was aware that the study of oriental 

languages and literature had failed to produce any 

appreciable impact in England, except that it served some 

practical purposes in the conduct of business in the East. 

For example, Thomas Babington Macaulay (1800-59), a Member of 

the Supreme Council of India and a staunch British 

imperialist, firmly opposed supporting the study of Arabic 

and Sanskrit. In 1835 he composed his famous "Minute," a 
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statement in which he argued that "a single shelf of a good 

European library was worth the whole native literature of 

India and Arabia" (qtd. in Curtin 182). Only a few academics 

were interested in the study of oriental cultures, and Sir 

Jones was among those few. 

As a pioneer in English orientalism, Sir William Jones 

was instrumental in institutionalizing the study of oriental 

languages and literature in the eighteenth century. The 

study of orientalist discourse in this period is quite 

significant for us because after William Jones, Europe, as 

Edward Said puts it, "came to know the Orient more 

scientifically, to live in it with greater authority and 

discipline than ever before" (22). Also with Sir William 

Jones and later with thinkers like Herder and Schlegel, the 

Orient became an important part in academic studies because 

it was considered an inexhaustible source of wisdom and 

knowledge. Hamilton, Bopp, Rasmus Kristian Rask, and Jacob 

Grimm soon joined the team of academics seriously involved 

with oriental studies in that period. These orientalists 

were the founders of the new philology, a discipline mainly 

concerned with the historical and comparative approach to 

language study. 

Sir William Jones's distinguished career as an 

orientalist brought him membership in the Royal Society in 

1772. Because of his scholarly and literary achievement, he 



enjoyed a high reputation that gave his statements on the 

study of the Orient a great impact on those who came after 

him, namely scholars like Schlegel. According to Aarsleff, 

Frederick Schlegel had won credit for introducing the 

principles which created comparative philology; but this 

credit, Aarsleff explains, "belongs to Jones, from whom 

Schlegel borrowed so heavily, on occasion even textually, 

that his indebtedness is easy to demonstrate" (124). 
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Among the other thinkers whom Sir William Jones had 

encouraged to study oriental languages was his friend at 

Oxford Nathaniel Halhed. In his work, A Grammar of the 

Bengal language (1778), Halhed made some profound 

observations about the study of Arabic, Persian, and 

Sanskrit. Halhed was astonished to find that Latin and Greek 

had striking similarities with Sanskrit, Persian, and Arabic, 

not only at the lexical level, but also at the morphological 

and syntactic levels. Halhed also came across some 

affinities between these languages in the names of numbers, 

and as he puts it, "the appellations of such things as would 

be first discriminated on the immediate dawn of civilization" 

(iv). I will devote a full section to Halhed's A Grammar of 

the Bengal Language later in this chapter. 

With this vague notion of the close affinities of Greek 

and Latin with Persian and Sanskrit in mind, Sir William 

Jones set out to promote the study of oriental languages and 
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cultures and instituted the "Asiatic Society," which was 

later known as the Asiatic Society of Bengal in 1784. Sir 

William Jones was president of this society until his death 

in 1794. The Society issued The Journal of the Asiatic 

society of Bengal, which for many years was adorned with 

epigraphs taken from the work of Jones on Orientalism. Until 

January 1836 the journal carried the following statement 

which actually served as a call for papers to be submitted 

within the scope and purpose of the journal: 

It [orientalism] will flourish, if naturalists, 
chemists, antiquaries, philologers, and men of 
science, in different parts of Asia will commit 
their observations to writing, and send them to the 
Asiatic society at Calcutta; it will languish, if 
such communications shall be long intermitted; and 
die away, if they shall entirely cease. 

Between 1836 and 1885, a new statement about the study of 

oriental languages and cultures appeared on the cover page: 

The bounds of its investigations will be the 
geographical limits of Asia: and within these 
limits its inquiries will be extended to whatever 
is performed by man or produced by nature. 

Besides the fact that they were calls for papers, the two 

statements clearly defined the ground and scope of 

orientalist discourse during this period. That is, the two 

statements invite submissions in anthropological, linguistic, 

historical, botanical, and several other fields of research 

within the geographical boundaries of the Asian continent. 
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In "Discourse on the Institution of a Society, for 

Inquiring into the History, Civil and Natural, the 

Antiquities, Arts, Sciences, and Literature, of Asia," Sir 

William Jones addresses the members of the Asiatic Society of 

Bengal, stating his interest in the Orient in the following 

terms, which I quote at length because of their illustrative 

character: 

Gentlemen, 
When I was at sea last August, on my voyage to this 
country, which I had long ardently desired to 
visit, I found one evening, on inspecting the 
observations of the day, that India lay before us, 
and Persia on our left, whilst a breeze of Arabia 
blew nearly on our stern. A situation so pleasing 
in itself, and to me so new, could not fail to 
awaken a train of reflections in a mind, which had 
early been accustomed to contemplate with delight 
the eventful histories and agreeable fictions of 
this eastern world. It gave me inexpressible 
pleasure to find myself in the midst of so noble an 
amphitheatre, almost encircled by the vast regions 
of Asia, which has ever been esteemed the nurse of 
sciences, the inventress of delightful and useful 
arts, the scene of glorious actions, fertile in the 
productions of human genius, abounding in natural 
wonders, and infinitely diversified in the forms of 
religion and government, in the laws, manners, 
customs, and languages, as well as in the features 
and complexions, of men. (1-2) 

Here the Orient displays an excitingly exotic beauty, and the 

language used to describe it flows with such a powerful 

expression that it creates a romantic image of a mysterious 

Orient in the mind of the British reader. If we look at this 

passage for a moment, we can immediately notice its highly 

persuasive character and the force of its argument through 
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elaborate use of rhetorical moves such as diction, rhythm, 

tone, and mood. The moment that Sir William Jones invites us 

to picture is highly romantic and intimately associated with 

imperial discoveries of the world. It starts with an image 

of a voyage at sea in the Orient. One evening in the month 

of August, a time for rest and reflection, the character in 

this piece effortlessly finds India lying before him, Persia 

on his left, and Arabia brought to the stern of the ship by 

the evening breeze. This situation, "so pleasing" and "so 

new," "awakens a train of reflections" in the mind of our 

character, for it reminds him of "the eventful histories and 

agreeable fictions" of the Orient which he has read "with 

delight". For Sir William Jones an imaginary Orient 

constructed in works of fiction and travel books is 

translated into a reality which he can see, hear, and touch. 

Sir William Jones brings to our imagination an overwhelming 

sense of "the vast regions of Asia," which he celebrates as 

"the nurse of sciences," "the inventress of delightful and 

useful arts," "the scene of glorious actions," "abounding in 

natural wonders," a land "infinitely diversified" in 

languages and cultures. In brief, Sir Jones puts us right in 

the center of "so noble an amphitheatre" to experience with 

him the "inexpressible pleasure" that he finds in a rich 

exotic land. This and other passages from the preface to his 

Grammar are highly rhetorical because through flowery 



language, they bring close to the mind of the audience the 

distant and enchanting countries of the East. 
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Sir Jones's justification for the study of oriental 

languages and literature is, as he puts it, that "no 

satisfactory account can be given of any nation, with whose 

language we are not perfectly acquainted" (qtd. in Aarsleff 

126). Consequently, with the revival in England of Arabic 

studies came the beginning of Persian and Turkish 

scholarship. Persian was the court language of the Moguls of 

India and the medium of polite discourse in Turkey. 

Therefore, to be fully acquainted with oriental languages and 

cultures is an essential tool that British imperialism must 

have in order to know and control the East efficiently. 

Similarly, what we are witnessing here is an attempt at 

creating an orientalized elite of military and government 

officials competent enough in oriental languages and 

responsive to oriental cultural values. As David Kopf 

explains, this process of orientalization was conducted not 

only on the level of social intercourse, but also on that of 

intellectual exchange (17). 

By 1828 A Grammar of the Persian Language had seen nine 

London editions, together with a French translation in 1772. 

Therefore, this text has a great significance because Sir 

Jones's interest in Sanskrit and in India came to him by way 

of his prior knowledge of Arabic and Persian. Also by making 
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the study of language strictly historical, comparative, and 

structural, Sir Jones caused a revolution in the study of 

language. 

In the preface, Sir William Jones addresses an audience 

of a time when, as he puts it, "a taste for general and 

diffusive learning seems universally to prevail" (i). In 

fact, the preface to A Grammar of the Persian Language is a 

sort of map for our inquiry into the nature of eighteenth-

century orientalist discourse in England because it sets the 

historical, social, and institutional scene for us to see the 

driving forces that shaped this type of discourse. First, 

the preface begins with a general statement about the Persian 

language, describing it as "rich," "melodious," and "elegant" 

to awaken an interest in the minds of the readers by creating 

an image of wealth, melody, and elegance about the Persian 

language (i). The preface also presents the historical and 

socio-economic status of Persian by pointing out that "it has 

been spoken for many ages by the greatest princes in the 

politest courts of Asia" (i). This clearly indicates that 

William Jones is targeting an audience of British civil 

servants and the aristocracy. The preface also addresses 

another audience of academics and amateur intellectuals 

engaged in literary pursuits and interested in the fine arts: 

A number of admirable works have been written in 
it [Persian] by historians, philosophers, and 
poets, who found it capable of expressing with 
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elevated sentiments. (i) 
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Clearly the manner in which the author approaches the Orient 

is by celebrating its language and culture, and more 

important, by associating its language with the exotic beauty 

of imperial power. However, by placing himself as a 

spokesperson for this excitingly different Orient, Sir 

William Jones does not let himself be overwhelmed by its 

sublimity, its scope, its dimension. This leads us to 

appreciate more this type of discourse which is modulated by 

an academic who is institutionally assigned the function of 

mediator between Eastern and Western cultures. 

The Orient that Sir William Jones presents is first a 

body of texts, which he describes as "the fine productions of 

a celebrated nation," on the shelves of public libraries (i). 

Sir William Jones finds it strange that such fine treasures 

of the East are not studied with proper attention in the 

West. He suggests a variety of reasons for lack of interest 

in Eastern languages and literatures. First, he notes that 

some people are not informed, and therefore, they do not know 

anything about oriental languages and cultures; while others 

do not think that oriental writings are really worth studying 

at all, either because they are busy studying other subjects, 

or because they consider these writings "as entirely 

destitute of taste and invention" (iii). Others still hate 
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the Persians because of their religious practices. Sir Jones 

denounces the circumstances that have led to the exclusion of 

oriental languages and literature from European academic 

circles: "if this branch of literature has met with so many 

obstructions from the ignorant, it has, certainly, been 

checked in its progress by the learned themselves" (iii). 

Sir Jones explains that another reason for such lack of 

interest in the Persian language is, as he describes it, "the 

scarcity of books, which are necessary to be read before it 

can be perfectly learned" (iii). Sir Jones considers that 

while Greek and Roman writings are part of the curriculum of 

liberal education in Europe, Persian culture is met with 

total neglect in spite of its distinguished position in 

ancient history (iii). Sir Jones believes that such neglect 

comes not only from ignorance, but also from the attitude of 

scholars who show special interest in "the minute researches 

of verbal criticism," a reference he makes to the 

philologists of his time (iv). 

The notion of taste, which is quite an important 

intellectual and social value in the eighteenth-century 

European mind, is a recurrent theme and a significant 

strategy that Sir William Jones uses in his argument against 

the attitudes of neglect and ignorance that European 

intellectuals have adopted toward the languages and cultures 

of the East. Sir Jones writes: 
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It is a circumstance equally unfortunate that men 
of the most refined taste and the brightest parts 
are apt to look upon a close application to the 
study of languages as inconsistent with their 
spirit and genius: so that the state of letters 
seems to be divided into two classes, men of 
learning who have no taste, and men of taste who 
have no learning. (v) 

Sir Jones clearly deplores the intellectual condition of his 

time because it lacked an aesthetic appreciation of anything 

different; and for him, this is due to the fragmentation of 

taste and learning in the British academic sphere. For Sir 

Jones, taste and learning complement each other, and by 

implication only an orientalist can enjoy a complete and 

harmonious conjunction between the two because he has the 

chance to experience the exotic and rich culture of the East 

through taste and learning. 

The first consequence that we can draw from such 

statements is that Europe adopted two distinct and yet 

closely related attitudes toward the East. First, despite 

the discoveries made by travelers, merchants, and 

missionaries, the East remained a mysterious part of the 

world, and therefore, outside the realm of European 

knowledge. Second, despite the efforts made by zealous and 

enthusiastic scholars such as Sir Jones himself to open up 

European consciousness to the East, there was still a strong 

feeling of arrogance toward anything not European, an 
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attitude that could only be explained as a form of resistance 

nourished by a dominant ethnocentric view of the world. 

Sir Jones supports his view concerning the importance of 

the study of the Persian language by bringing in M. de 

Voltaire. For Sir Jones, M. de Voltaire, who is one of the 

excellent writers of his age and country and who enjoys a 

great reputation because of the elegance of his style, and 

the wonderful variety of his talents, "acknowledges the 

beauty of the Persian images and sentiments, and has 

versified a fine passage from Sadi, whom he compares to 

Petrarch" (v). Sir Jones establishes a nice logical appeal 

by stating: 

If that extraordinary man [M. de Voltaire] had 
added a knowledge of the Asiatick languages to his 
other acquisitions, we should by this time have 
seen the poems and histories of Persia in an 
European dress. (vi) 

This justifies the blame that he puts on the 

aristocratic patrons of the arts in Europe because they 

showed little or no interest at all in the Orient. Sir Jones 

emphasizes the importance of an old tradition in Europe, 

namely that learning in any field must be sponsored by 

patrons from the aristocracy. He looks onto the past with 

some feeling of nostalgia and mentions the works of princes 

and monarchs in classical Greece, Egypt, and Asia, who, in 

addition to their political duties, encouraged all branches 

of learning: 
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The most shining periods in the annals of 
literature are the reigns of the wise and liberal 
princes, who know that fine writers are the oracles 
of the world, from whose testimony every king, 
statesman, and hero must expect the censure or 
approbation of posterity. (vi) 

This kind of language is indirectly addressed to the 

political body in Britain and seems to imply that the work of 

orientalists should be acknowledged and that orientalist 

scholars should be treated with much respect and dignity 

because they are the chroniclers of their time. 

Sir William Jones believes that men of letters get very 

little encouragement from the princes and nobles of Europe, 

which constitutes another important factor in preventing 

oriental literature from growing (vi). Sir Jones laments 

such lack of interest in the arts and this heralds for him 

the end of an era during which nobility, taste, and elegance 

were measured by support for poets, philosophers, and 

orators, in the manner of the liberal princes of Greece, the 

rulers of Ptolemic Egypt, the Medici family of Florence, and 

the khalifs and sultans of Asia (vii). Sir Jones describes 

the gloom that characterized the condition of the arts in the 

western world in his time in the following terms: 

Though some slight efforts have been made to 
restore it [the light of learning], yet it seems to 
have been gradually decaying for the last century: 
it grows very faint in Italy; it seems wholly 
extinguished in France; and whatever sparks of it 
remains in other countries are confined to the 
closets of humble and modest men, and are not 



general enough to have their proper influence. 
(viii) 

Sir Jones attacks the bourgeoisie for considering 
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learning an insignificant acquisition that should be left to 

the lower classes. Against such a position, he maintains 

that there are advantages which the study of polite letters 

should give to "persons of eminent rank and high employments" 

(viii-ix). This clearly shows the type of audience Sir Jones 

has in mind when trying to sell his grammar. Sir Jones 

believes that such a category of civil servants should spend 

their leisure time improving their knowledge, instead of 

engaging themselves in "unmanly pleasures," or "useless 

diversions." And the only way they can do that is by 

"conversing with the great statesmen, orators, and 

philosophers of antiquity" (ix). This clearly gives us an 

engaging picture of the status of oriental studies in the 

eighteenth century, which Sir Jones continues to describe in 

the following terms: 

If learning in general has met with such little 
encouragement, still less can be expected for that 
branch of it which lies so far removed from the 
common path, and which the greater part of mankind 
have hitherto considered as incapable of yielding 
their entertainment or instruction: if pains and 
want be the lot of a scholar, the life of an 
Orientalist must certainly be attended with 
peculiar hardship. (ix) 

Actually this statement reiterates the notion that 

oriental ism was looked down upon as a minor branch of 
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learning concerned with a distant culture and, therefore, 

without material profits for Europeans. In fact, eighteenth

century orientalists were generally seen as individuals 

divorced from their own cultural environment and not really 

useful intellectuals because of their strange interest in 

oriental languages and cultures. Further, British 

orientalists were considered as strange characters trying to 

adapt to the rhythm of an exotic civilization to which they 

had been freely converted. Sir William Jones recalls the 

names of orientalists such as Gentius, Hyde, and Meninski who 

experienced tremendous difficulties in carrying out their 

research on oriental languages and cultures. For example, 

Gentius, who translated The Bed of the Roses from Persian, 

lived and died in misery in Holland. Hyde, who formed 

projects to encourage Eastern learning, did not get any 

support to achieve his goals. Meninski did an important work 

on the Asiatic languages by putting together a dictionary, 

which Sir Jones considers "the most laborious compilation 

that was ever undertaken by any single man," but he had to 

undertake such a difficult task all by himself (x). Sir 

Jones considers that M. d'Herbot was a rare exception of 

orientalists who were lucky to earn some kind of respect for 

their work. Ferdinand II, duke of Tuscany, and later Colbert 

called M. d'Herbot to Paris, where he spent the rest of his 

life in an easy retirement. 
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Sir William Jones displays an acute understanding of the 

intimate relationship between knowledge and power in 

acknowledging the emergence of a new vision of a mercantile 

Europe and the rest of the world at the turn of the century. 

Since the languages and literatures of the East were so much 

neglected, and the causes of that neglect were so complex and 

varied, only an immediate and realistic view of their 

usefulness and importance would awaken the nations of Europe 

from their inattention to them. As Sir Jones himself admits, 

European nations would have persisted in adopting an attitude 

of ignorance and arrogance toward Eastern languages and 

cultures, if they had not seen an economic and political 

interest in them. Sir Jones writes: 

Interest was the magic wand which brought 
them [European nations] all within one circle, 
interest was the charm, which gave the languages of 
the East a real and solid importance. (xi) 

In this statement Sir Jones makes a fairly vague reference to 

the rising middle class that will later have economic and 

political power in Europe. In fact, historically there is a 

direct connection between the expansion of trade and 

political power in the British empire on the one hand, and 

interest in Eastern languages on the other. Commerce 

flourished in both Europe and the East and it brought 

European countries tremendous wealth and power. Also the 

India Company administered British rule in India and 
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protected Indian princes with whom it entertained political 

relations. Further, as Sir Jones informs us, the British 

servants of the India Company came to realize the importance 

of the study of the Persian language, in which all written 

correspondence with Indian princes was done (xii). 

In effect, Sir Jones describes a moment in which the 

West started to show keen interest in the languages of the 

East. Economic interest in the East was a driving force for 

Europe to start considering its relationship with that part 

of the world. Sir Jones shows the importance of the Persian 

language by emphasizing its relation to India: "By one of 

those revolutions, which no human prudence could have 

foreseen, the Persian language found its way into India" 

(xi). For Sir Jones, India is "the rich and celebrated 

empire, which, by the flourishing state of our commerce, has 

been the force of incredible wealth to the merchants of 

Europe" (xi). Sir Jones describes the manner in which the 

British empire gained more power in the kingdom of India: 

"our India company began to take under their protection the 

princes of the country, by whose protection they gained their 

first settlement" (xii). 

And here we can draw another important consequence 

regarding the significance of the preface as an important 

historical document because it shows how the tactics of power 

are played out between Europe and the East on a linguistic 
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level. In other words, Sir William Jones illustrates the 

importance of language as an essential instrument in making 

it possible to carry out transactions between European 

nations and the East in times of peace and war. More 

important for Sir Jones's purpose, the civil servants of the 

company received letters which they could not read, and they 

were also ambitious of gaining titles of which they could not 

comprehend the meaning (xii). Also, as he explains, "it was 

found highly dangerous to employ the natives as interpreters, 

upon whose fidelity, they [the servants of the company] could 

not depend" (xii). Equally important, the servants of the 

company discovered that they had to apply themselves to the 

study of the Persian language because all correspondence from 

the Indian princes was done in Persian. Those Europeans who 

lived in Bengal and amused themselves by reading the poems 

and histories of Persia found out that their knowledge of 

Eastern cultures was "very circumscribed and imperfect" 

because of their ignorance of Arabic (xiii). Sir Jones 

concludes that "the languages of Asia will now, perhaps, be 

studied with uncommon ardor [because] they are known to be 

useful and entertaining" (xiii). Sir Jones expresses his 

optimism about the state of learning in Europe as regards 

Eastern languages: 

The valuable manuscripts that enrich our public 
libraries will be in a few years elegantly printed; 
the manners and sentiments of eastern nations will 
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be perfectly known; and the limits of our knowledge 
will be no less extended than the bounds of our 
empire. (xiii) 

After this lengthy discussion of the state of "oriental" 

cultures in Europe, Sir William Jones presents his grammar of 

the Persian language, by discussing the manner in which he 

has constructed it: 

I have, therefore, endeavoured to lay down the 
clearest and most accurate rules, which I have 
illustrated by select examples from the most 
elegant writers. (xiii) 

Sir Jones explains that he has carefully compared his own 

work with other grammars and therefore, he can flatter 

himself that his "own remarks, the disposition of the whole 

book, and the passages quoted in it, will sufficiently 

distinguish it as an original production" (xiv). Sir Jones 

continues to explain his strategy in constructing this 

grammar: 

It has been my chief care to avoid all the harsh 
and affected terms of art which render most 
didactic works so tedious and unpleasant, and which 
only perplex the learner, without giving him any 
real knowledge. (xiv) 

Sir Jones also states that it was his first intention to add 

to this grammar a historical account of the Persian language 

from the time of Xenophon to the present and also to add an 

ample selection of poems and tales from classical Persian 

literature, but there were difficult time constraints on him 
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and he decided to postpone that kind of work. Sir Jones 

announces a large intellectual project for the future: 

I have made a large collection of materials for a 
general history of Asia, and for an account of the 
geography, philosophy, and literature of the 
eastern nations, all of which I propose to arrange 
in order, if my more solid and more important 
studies will allow me any interval of leisure. (xv) 

Sir William Jones acknowledges the help of "learned and 

noble persons," such as General Garnac, who has supplied him 

with "a valuable collection of Persian manuscripts on every 

branch of eastern learning, from which many of the best 

examples in the following grammar are extracted" (xvi). this 

indicates that there were European "learned and noble 

persons" who treasured the mysterious and exotic wonders of 

the East. In fact, some professors at Oxford, Sir John 

indicates, had an important influence in the field because 

they promoted oriental studies and conferred the highest 

favors on orientalist scholars including Sir Jones himself. 

Sir Jones also states in his acknowledgment that he is 

indebted to a foreign nobleman "for the little knowledge 

which I have happened to acquire of the Persian language," 

but ironically, Sir Jones does not mention the name of this 

noble foreigner with whom he conversed and corresponded and 

from whom he cultivated his "zeal for the poetry and 

philosophy of the Asiaticks" (xvi). 
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Before Sir William Jones concludes his preface, he adds 

a few remarks on the method of learning the Persian language 

and the benefits the learner will get from it: 

When the student can read the characters with 
fluency, and has learned the true pronunciation of 
every letter from the mouth of a native, let him 
peruse the grammar with attention, and commit to 
memory the regular inflexions of the nouns and 
verbs. (xvii) 

Sir Jones cautions the learner "not to burden his mind with 

those [inflexions] that deviate from the common form, as they 

will be insensibly learned in a short course of reading" 

(xvii). Sir Jones also recommends that the learner use a 

dictionary and he asserts that "whoever possesses the 

admirable work of Meninski will have no occasion for any 

other dictionary of the Persian tongue" (xvii). Sir Jones 

explains that this work will help the learner "analyze the 

passages quoted in the grammar [and] examine in what manner 

they illustrate the rules" (xviii). 

Sir William Jones recommends a series of texts which 

will go with his grammar textbook. First, the Gulistan or 

Bed of Roses, a book, which Sir Jones describes as highly 

esteemed in the East and of which there are several 

translations in European languages (xviii). He also suggests 

that readers should attempt to render short and easy chapters 

in this work into their native languages, by the assistance 

of the grammar and dictionary and compare their translations 
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with the original. Sir Jones explains the importance of 

translation in the following terms: 

This is the exercise so often recommended by the 
old rhetoricians, by which a student will gradually 
acquire the style and manner of any author, whom he 
desires to imitate, and by which almost any 
language may be learned in six months with ease and 
pleasure. (xix) 

Sir Jones continues to explain his method, saying that as the 

learner becomes able to express his ideas in Persian with 

ease, he would advise him to read history texts and poems 

with "an intelligent native who will explain to him in common 

words the most refined expressions that occur in reading, and 

will point out the beauties of learned allusions and local 

images" (ixx). The next work that Sir Jones proposes to go 

with his grammar is Anvar Soheili, a collection of tales and 

fables by Hussein Vaez, surnamed Cashefi and who, as Sir 

Jones explains, "took the celebrated work of Bidpai or Pilpay 

for his text, and has comprised all the wisdom of the eastern 

nations in fourteen beautiful chapters" (xx). 

Sir Jones also suggests that at some leisure time, the 

learner may want to ask his Munshi or his composition 

instructor to transcribe a section from The Bed of Roses or a 

fable from Anvar Soheili in Indian letters. Sir John is 

confident that the learner "will learn perfectly in a few 

days by comparing all its turns and contractions with the 
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more regular hands of the Arabs and Persians" (xx). He 

explains: 

Whoever will study the Persian language according 
to [this] plan, will in less than a year be able to 
translate and to answer any letter from an Indian 
prince, and to converse with the natives of India, 
not only with fluency, but with elegance. (xxi) 

Sir Jones continues to explain that those who want to 

distinguish themselves as eminent translators should learn 

the Arabic language in addition to learning "the general 

purport of composition" and "the graces and ornaments" of 

style. For Sir John, Arabic is "blended with the Persian in 

so singular a manner, that one period often contains both 

languages wholly distinct from each other in expression and 

idiom, but perfectly united in sense and construction" (xxi). 

Sir Jones considers that a good knowledge of Arabic and 

Persian will present the learner with several advantages. 

First, Hebrew, Chaldaic, Syriac, and Ethiopian are "dialects 

of Arabick, and bear as near a resemblance to it as the 

Ionick to the attick Greek" (xxii). Also the jargon of 

Indostan, very improperly called the language of the Moors, 

contains a large number of Persian words. Thus the learner 

will be able to read with very little difficulty the fables 

of Bidpai which are available in a Persian translation (xxii-

xxiii). Sir Jones states: 

There is scarce a country in Asia or Africa from 
the source of the Nile to the wall of China, in 
which a man who understands Arabick, Persian, and 



189 

Turkish may not travel with satisfaction, or 
transact the most important affairs with advantage 
and security. (xxiii) 

Sir Jones closes his preface by indicating that while 

the literature of Asia may not necessarily be useful to those 

who have neither leisure nor motivation to study such a vast 

field of learning, the benefits are enormous for those who 

decide to study oriental languages and cultures: 

The civil and natural history of such mighty 
empires as India, Persia, Arabia, and Tartary 
cannot fail of delighting those who love to view 
the great picture of the universe, or to learn by 
what degrees the most obscure states have risen to 
glory, and the most flourishing kingdoms have sunk 
to decay. (xxiii-xxiv) 

For Sir Jones, the philosopher will consider those works as 

highly valuable because they will allow him to trace the 

human mind in all its various appearances, "from the rudest 

to the most cultivated state" (xxiv). Sir Jones also 

believes that people of taste "will undoubtedly be pleased to 

unlock the flowers of native genius, and to gather the 

flowers of unrestrained and luxuriant fancy" (xxiv). 

In this way, the preface intelligently introduces the 

text as what we would call today an intensive course in 

language learning. In a matter of a few months, the person 

who uses Sir William Jones's Grammar will have a good grasp 

of the Persian language, the court language spoken allover 

the East. To achieve this goal, Sir Jones's Grammar works 

with other texts. The First book that Sir Jones recommends 
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is the Gulistan or Bed of Roses, a work which according to 

him is highly esteemed in the East, and of which there are 

several translations in the languages of Europe (xviii). The 

second work, Anvar Soheili by Hussein Vaez, is a collection 

of fables and tales in Persian taken from the work of Bidpai, 

an Indian philosopher. This choice of texts is very 

significant for us because it makes a strong connection 

between Persian, Arabic, and Sanskrit on the one hand, and it 

translates the type of projections that Sir William Jones 

expects readers to have with respect to the Orient on the 

other. Moreover, these two texts, together with A Grammar of 

the Persian Language, bring this exotic and mysterious Orient 

within the reach of British readers. 

In effect, the study of oriental languages--Persian, 

Arabic, and Sanskrit--becomes a necessary means of knowing, 

and ultimately controlling the Orient. The differences 

between the Persian, Arabic, and Indian cultures are merged 

in a simple manner into one linguistic and cultural identity. 

Thus the European orientalist offers European powers one 

Orient, one "Other", to know and control better. It is 

obviously a lot easier for British merchants, military and 

government officials, and missionaries to deal with one 

homogeneous cultural construct than with diverse linguistic 

and ethnic groups. 
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In this manner, the text addresses a large audience, 

from merchants who travel to the East for business, to civil 

servants who work for the East India Company and who have to 

deal with administrative and political issues with Indian 

princes, to professional intellectuals who show enthusiastic 

interest in oriental languages and literature. In this 

perspective, Sir Jones's preface is a solid rhetorical 

statement that strengthens the didactic claims which the 

author makes about his grammar: 

I am persuaded that whoever will study the Persian 
language according to my plan, will in less than a 
year be able to translate and to answer any letter 
from an Indian prince, and to converse with the 
natives of India, not only with fluency, but with 
elegance. (xxi) 
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Nathaniel Halhed's A Grammar of the Bengal Language 

This grammar textbook was printed at Hoogly in Bengal in 

1778. Halhed begins his preface with words of praise for the 

work of the British Parliament in the internal policy and 

civil administration of Asiatic territories under British 

rule. Right from the start, Halhed's work articulates its 

intention to serve a specific political class by putting 

itself at an important political juncture. In fact, Halhed's 

whole linguistic project situates itself in close connection 

with power: 

Much however still remains for the completion of 
this grand work; and we may reasonably presume, 
that one of its important desiderata is the 
cultivation of a right understanding and of a 
general medium of intercourse between the 
Government and its Subjects; between the Natives of 
Europe who are to rule, and the Inhabitants of 
India who are to obey. (ii) 

Hence by defining the power relations which bring together 

the colonizers and the colonized, Halhed's linguistic project 

defines its political role. To strengthen his position, 

Halhed bases his argument on the Roman example. The Romans 

applied themselves to the study of the Greek language and 

Greek law as a strategy to hold the Greeks under Roman rule. 

In the same way, Halhed believes that the British who are 

masters of Bengal should add the Bengali language to their 

acquisitions. The purpose for such an action is quite clear: 

that they [the British] may explain the 
benevolent principles of that legislation whose 
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decrees they inforce; that they may convince while 
they command; and be at once dispensers of Laws and 
Science to an extensive nation. (ii) 

Halhed makes it clear that his work, a grammatical 

explanation of the vernacular language of Bengal, is a 

contribution from his part to the British public service 

(ii) . 

Like Sir William Jones, Halhed states that Sanskrit is 

the source of all Asiatic languages, from the Persian Gulf to 

China. Halhed reveres this grand source of literature: "a 

language of the most venerable and unfathomable antiquity" 

(iii). Halhed expresses his astonishment at the similarities 

between Sanskrit words with those of Persian and Arabic, and 

even of Latin and Greek (iii). He gives ample evidence of 

the importance of Sanskrit in Asia: the numbers; the 

characters printed upon the medals and signets of various 

districts of Asia; the coins of Assam, cashmere, and many 

other kingdoms are all stamped in Sanskrit letters; official 

seals from Bootan and Tibet; names of persons, places, and 

titles and dignities bear traces of the Sanskrit language. 

In this perspective, the close connection that Halhed 

emphasizes between the Bengali language and Sanskrit is a way 

by which the enigma of the Sanskrit language is renewed. 

This inevitably makes the Bengali language appear as a key to 

an opaque and mysterious ancient language for the curious 

British learner to explore. By learning the Bengali 
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language, the British layman will stand at the threshold of 

an esoteric pursuit of knowledge. Here the Bengali language 

stands between the visible everyday world that it 

communicates and constructs and the mysterious and esoteric 

discourse that Sanskrit represents. Put differently, the 

Bengali language bears the traces of an original language and 

yet it remains an ordinary medium of expression within the 

reach of the ordinary person. 

Halhed identifies three dialects in the Bengal area in 

addition to Sanskrit: Persian, Hindustani, and Bengali. He 

observes that each of these languages serves a function in 

the business matters of the country. Thus Persian, Halhed 

explains, was introduced in Bengal when the Moguls conquered 

Bengal. Halhed reminds us that Persian is the language of 

the courts and "naturally gained a footing in the law and in 

the revenues" (viii). Halhed also reminds us that Persian 

has "for some centuries been the common medium of negotiation 

between the several states of Hindostan, and thence became an 

almost indispensable qualification for those who were to 

manage the extensive affairs of the East India Company" 

(viii). Halhed pays tribute to Sir William Jones, author of 

A Grammar of the Persian Language: "the accurate and elegant 

grammar composed by Mr. Jones does equal honor to the cause 

of learning, and service to his countrymen in Asia" (ix). 

Halhed observes: 



This language is still used by all the Moghul 
officers of government, in their several 
departments of accounts and correspondence; as 
being the dialect of the former ruling power, of 
which the English have in some degree taken the 
place, and whose system they have not yet laid 
aside. (ix) 

Such a complex linguistic situation is a major concern for 

Halhed, who speaks here for the empire. Halhed considers 

linguistic and cultural diversity a "capital impediment to 
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the uniformity of political arrangements in Bengal" (ix). He 

deplores the lack of linguistic uniformity in a region where, 

"while the summary of all public business is kept in one 

idiom, the detail is invariably confined to another" (ix). 

As for the Hindustani language, Halhed explains that 

this language appears to have generally been spoken for many 

ages t~roughout Hindustan and that it is unquestionably 

derived from Sanskrit (ix). However, for Halhed, this 

language no longer preserves its purity and universality 

because of the diverse population of India and also as a 

result of the Muslim invasion of India and the constant 

influx of foreign words that accompanied those invasions. 

And this is an indication of the concern that Halhed has with 

homogenizing a widely diverse community. He explains: 

Only the Bramins and all other well-educated 
Jentoos, whose ambition has not overpowered their 
principles, still.adhere with a certain 
conscientious tenacity to their primeval tongue, 
and have many ancient books written in its purest 



style; among which were probably the celebrated 
Fables of pilpay. (xii) 
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Halhed explains that when the Europeans arrived in India, the 

language that they used to communicate with the Muslims was 

this "corrupt" form of Hindustani, which heavily borrowed 

from Arabic and Persian. 

The third language that Halhed presents is Bengali, a 

language "intimately related to Sanskrit both in expression, 

construction, and character" (xiv). He describes the status 

of the Bengal language in the following terms: 

It is the sole channel of personal and epistolary 
communication among the Hindoos of every occupation 
and tribe. All their business is transacted, and 
all their accounts are kept in it; and as their 
system of education is in general very confined, 
there are few among them who can write or read any 
other idiom: the uneducated, or eight parts in ten 
of the whole nation, are necessarily confined to 
the usage of their mother tongue. (xiv) 

Halhed explains the importance of Bengali in conducting 

business with the natives of Bengal in the following terms, 

which I quote at length because of their significance: 

The Board of Commerce at Calcutta, and the several 
chiefs of the subordinate factories cannot properly 
conduct the India Company's mercantile 
correspondence and negotiations, without the 
intermediate agency of Bengal interpreters: for the 
whole system of the investment, in every stage of 
its preparation and provision, is managed in the 
language of the country; in which all the accounts 
of the Aurungs, (or manufacturing towns) those of 
the Company's Export Warehouse, all proposals and 
letters from agents, merchants, contractors, 
weavers, winders, bleachers, etc. are constantly 
presented; and into which all orders to Gomastahs, 



Aumeens and other officers for the purchase and 
procuration of goods must be translated. (vx) 
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Halhed emphasizes the importance of the Bengal language 

to the Revenue department: 

For although the contracts, leases and other 
obligations, executed between government and its 
immediate dependents and tenants, continue to be 
drawn out in the Persian dialect, yet the under 
leases and engagements, which these in their turn 
grant the peasants and cultivators of the ground, 
and all those copyhold tenures called Pottahs are 
constantly written in Bengalese. (xv) 

For Halhed, the internal policy of the kingdom demands an 

equal share of attention. He brings out the importance of 

the British administration: 

By holding out to each industrious individual a 
near prospect of property in his earnings and 
security in his possessions, promises, in the most 
effectual manner, to ensure stability to our 
conquests and popularity to our administration; and 
will probably set open the British territories as 
an asylum for the discouraged husbandman, the 
neglected artist, and oppressed labourer from every 
quarter of Hindostan. (xvi) 

A good grasp of the Bengal language will allow the British 

civil servant to investigate every case and account. 

Halhed also points out that the language is used in court 

proceedings and public notices throughout the country are 

attended with a Bengal translation (xvii). He sums up his 

points: 

In short, if vigour, impartiality and dispatch be 
required to the operations of government, to the 
distribution of justice, to the collections of the 
revenues and to the transactions of commerce, they 
are only to be secured by a proper attention to 
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that dialect used by the body of the people; 
especially as it is much better calculated both for 
public and private affairs by its plainness, its 
precision and regularity of construction, than the 
flowery sentences and modulated periods of the 
Persian. (xvii) 

Halhed addresses the needs of the learner of this language, 

who may at first sight consider the Bengal alphabet as an 

almost impassable difficulty. But, Halhed assures the 

learner, "this is his only impediment; for the grammatical 

part is simple, though diffuse, and complete without being 

complex" (xviii). 

As for the method followed to teach this grammar, Halhed 

explains: "Suffice it to mention, that I have selected for 

this grammar as clear a set of rules, and given it as 

comprehensive an arrangement as I could devise" (xviii). He 

continues to explain that his grammar is based on his 

repeated applications on the grammatical principles of the 

Sanskrit: "To the curious and intelligent this will probably 

be the most interesting part of the work" (xix). 

Halhed follows the teaching method that Sir William 

Jones advocates in his preface to his Persian Grammar: 

When the learner has made some proficiency in the 
first rudiments, he cannot follow a more able or 
more expeditious guide than Mr. Jones: who in his 
preface to his Persian Grammar has prescribed an 
admirable system of study, the utility of which is 
abundantly proved by the wonderful extent of his 
own attainments. (xx) 
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Ha1hed continues to explain that by an adherence to Sir 

William Jones's plan, the learner may acquire this language 

with much ease for he will be able to converse and correspond 

with the natives (xx). Halhed, aware of the fact that 

contemporary Bengali shows a characteristic of loan words 

from Persian, Arabic, and English, attempts to offer the 

learner the Bengal language "merely as derived from its 

parent the Sanskrit" (xxi). In this way, Halhed appears to 

be obsessed with the notion of purity of language. However, 

he advises every learner who wants to distinguish himself as 

an accurate translator to pay some attention to the Persian 

and Hindostanic dialects: 

[Because of] the occurrences of modern business, as 
managed by the present illiterate generation, he 
[the learner] will find all his letters, 
representations and accounts interspersed with a 
variety of borrowed phrases or unauthorized 
expressions. (xxii) 

Halhed hits upon the public curiosity in his attempt to 

sell his grammar: "The public curiosity must be strongly 

excited by the beautiful characters which are displayed in 

the following work" (xxii). In this context, Halhed pays 

tribute to Wilkins for his work to devise a printing process 

for the Bengal language: 

His [Wilkins] success in this branch has enabled 
Great Britain to introduce all the more solid 
advantages of European literature among a people 
whom she has already rescued from Asiatic slavery: 
to promote the circulation of wealth, by giving new 
vigour and dispatch to business, and to forward the 
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progress of civil society by facilitating the means 
of discourse. (xxv) 

Halhed articulates a powerful connection between knowledge 

and power in his concluding remarks: 

Even the credit of the nation is interested in 
marking the progress of her conquests by a liberal 
communication of Arts and Sciences, rather than by 
the effusion of blood: and policy requires that her 
new subjects should as well feel the benefits, as 
the necessity of submission. (xxv) 
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Duncan Forbes's A Grammar of the Hindustani Language 

The title of this grammar textbook is quite elaborate, 

for it announces the content, the scope, and the method in 

which the author intends to present the teaching of the 

Hindustani language: 

A Grammar of the Hindustani Language, in the 
Oriental and Roman Character, with Numerous Copper
Plate Illustrations of the Persian and Devanagari 
Systems of Alphabetic Writing; to which is Added a 
Copious Selection of Easy Extracts for Reading, in 
the Persi-Arabic and Devanagari Characters, Forming 
a Complete Introduction to the Tota-Kahani and 
Bagh-O-Bahar, together with a Vocabulary of All the 
Words, and Various Explanatory Words. 

To set the tone and most importantly to justify the 

purpose for this textbook, Duncan Forbes includes in the 

title page an epigraph from Francis Bacon: "He that 

travelleth into a country before he hath an entrance into the 

language goeth to school, and not to travel." Forbes, 

following the tradition and authority of Francis Bacon, 

clearly indicates that travelers must learn the languages of 

the countries that they desire to visit. The advice implied 

in Bacon's statement comes to caution the traveler against 

the risk of venturing into the mysterious Orient without 

adequate knowledge of an oriental language. The traveler is 

evidently a potential learner Forbes seeks to serve and in 

this context both teacher and student are caught in an 

intimate relationship between language and power. 
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Here we have a grammar published by a professor of 

oriental languages at King's College in London and a 

distinguished member of the Asiatic Society of Great Britain 

and Ireland. The work is published in 1855 and dedicated to 

Elliot Macnaghten, chairman, and Col. William Henry Sykes, 

deputy chairman, and the directors of the East India Company. 

This grammar is, as the author puts it, intended "to 

facilitate the acquisition of the Hindustani language." The 

audience at which the textbook is aimed is quite clear. As 

Forbes indicates in his preface, this grammar "has been 

compiled with a view to enable everyone proceeding to India 

to acquire a fair knowledge of the most useful and most 

extensively spoken language of that country" (iii). Forbes 

points to a new era with regard to the study of Hindustani. 

He explains that it is "being now imperative on every junior 

officer in the Company's service to pass an examination in 

that language before he can be deemed qualified to command a 

troop, or to hold any staff appointment" (iii). Forbes 

explains: 

Such being the case, it is desirable that every 
facility should be afforded to young men destined 
to India to acquire at least an elementary 
knowledge of Hindustani in this country, so as to 
be able to prosecute the study during the voyage. 
(iii) 

Forbes also indicates that a large impression of the book has 

been already exhausted, and therefore he has introduced in 



this new edition many improvements as a result of several 

years of teaching experience. 
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Regarding the arrangement of his work, Forbes devotes 

the first section to the Persian-Arabic alphabet and the 

elementary sounds of the language. He explains that this 

section is constructed in such a simplified manner as to make 

it easier for the average learner to make progress even 

without the assistance of a teacher (iii). The next three 

sections are about parts of speech, which Forbes explains and 

defines in some detail. Forbes also indicates that in these 

first four sections, he gives for every Hindustani word or 

phrase a transcription, using Roman characters to make it 

easier for the learner to acquire the essential elements of 

the Hindustani grammar. After the learner has acquainted 

himself with the declension of nouns and pronouns, word 

order, and the conjugation of verbs, he may proceed to read 

and translate from the selections using the lexis, what 

Forbes calls dictionary, that comes with the grammar. 

Forbes devotes Section V to the syntax of the Hindustani 

language, with particular attention to "those peculiarities 

of the language in the use of which I have observed learners 

most apt to err, when trying to translate into Hindustani" 

(vi). In the last section, Forbes gives a short account of 

the Devanagari alphabet and its transliteration into Persian 

characters. In this section, Forbes also includes a brief 
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account of the Muslim and Hindustani calendars. There is 

also a series of plates, the interpretation of which Forbes 

considers "will initiate the student into the mysteries of 

the manuscript character, which is much used in India, both 

in lithographed and printed works, to say nothing of numerous 

productions which still remain in manuscript" (vi). This 

last section is aimed at helping the learner attain some 

competence in writing using the Hindustani alphabet. 

Forbes considers that an elementary grammar of a 

language is incomplete "without a certain portion of easy 

extracts, accompanied by a suitable vocabulary, and 

occasional notes explanatory of any obscure or idiomatic 

phrases that may occur in the text" (vii). Forbes has 

appended to his grammar a selection of "easy compositions for 

reading, commencing with short and simple sentences" (vii). 

To make it easy for the learners to read Hindustani, Forbes 

proceeds with some phonetic features such as the jazm and the 

virama, but at the same time he has "adopted a rigid system 

of punctuation, the same as I should have done in the editing 

of a Latin Classic" (viii). 
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Theoretical Implications 

Sir William Jones, Nathaniel Halhed, and Duncan Forbes 

are traditional European intellectuals responding to the 

driving forces of the institutional context of their time in 

order to construct an oriental reality. Through their works, 

they locate themselves in the political and intellectual 

arena which gave them the authority to construct the Orient 

for eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England. A Grammar of 

the Persian Language, A Grammar of the Bengal Language, and A 

Grammar of the Hindustani Language constitute only one type 

of orientalist discourse in eighteenth- and nineteenth

century England, but they certainly serve as a good map to 

delimit the driving forces--intellectual, political and 

economic--which have prepared the ground for this type of 

discourse. 

The project that the three orientalists present in their 

grammars consistently appropriates these forces in order to 

institutionalize itself as a discourse intimately associated 

with power. It becomes instrumental in bringing change in 

the cultural and political contact between the British empire 

and the Orient. Clearly, the three grammars are powerful 

texts because they make a powerful statement about the Orient 

by claiming that they have full knowledge of oriental 

languages and literatures. More important, these grammars 

sell this knowledge of oriental cultures to adventurous 



British merchants, zealous missionaries, and ambitious 

military and government officials who, in less than a year, 

can turn it into an effective tool to know and ultimately 

control the Orient. 
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The work of Sir William Jones, Nathaniel Halhed, and 

Duncan Forbes is part of a whole system of ideas by which the 

West has mapped the East with the purpose of representing it 

and dominating it. We see in the grammars an invention of an 

oriental identity as something homogeneous, mysterious, and 

exotic, something worth studying. In juxtaposition to this 

textual reality, there is an institutional reality that the 

East India Company has created. Between the textual reality 

constructed as a set of grammatical rules catalogued and 

classified, published and placed on the shelves of European 

libraries on the one hand, and the institutional reality as 

it was articulated by the imperialist interests of Europe on 

the other hand, a distored picture of the oriental "natives" 

is captured and turned into a commodity. But before that 

picture gets to that stage, it has to be dramatically reduced 

into a homogeneous and manageable syntactic and semantic 

reality. 

The Orient here is presented as the mysterious, opaque 

"Other" that can be subordinated to Western rationality by 

means of classification and detailed description. More 

significantly, the grammars provide the British civil servant 
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with the power to exert imperial rule over the natives. For 

this purpose, the languages of the Orient must be subjected 

to a systematic study in terms of which the sounds, the 

letters, the syntax, and the semantics are described 

according to Western rules of language study. 

When we say that we are presented with a grammatical 

study of oriental languages, we simply mean that grammar is 

above all a systematic arrangement of signs, an established 

order of things allowing language to play its decisive role 

of representation of reality. By acquiring that order of 

signs, the British civil servant has access to some 

possibility of the knowledge of that reality. I would push 

this argument further and suggest that grammar ideally gives 

not merely an order, but a possibility of a link with that 

order, with the epistemological foundations underlying all 

knowledge that language contains. This argument has an 

important consequence for us since it implies that though the 

British learner may actually remain outside the complex 

confines of the oriental languages and cultures, he is still 

provided with a rudimentary tool that allows him to make 

transactions with the natives. 

In the process of writing grammars of oriental 

languages, Sir William Jones, Nathaniel Halhed, and Duncan 

Forbes are performing on the Eastern cultures what may be 

described as the basic act of colonization because they 



208 

create a discourse that shapes the "Other" into a homogeneous 

and uncomplicated reality. In this perspective, the three 

grammars constitute a narrative of the "Other", a narrative 

that normalizes the "Other" according to Western rules of 

syntax and semantics.? 

As I have pointed out earlier, the study of imperial 

grammars of oriental languages is significant because it 

opens up a whole historical field of research and a whole 

history of knowledge that articulates a close relationship 

between language and power. There are scores of grammars and 

dictionaries that should serve as a wealth of information for 

more serious research on the nature of the contact zone 

between East and West. The ideological spaces and 

epistemological foundations which inform this kind of 

discourse duplicate themselves in the writing of grammar. 

First, we see a sense of linearity in the articulation of the 

grammatical propositions in the three textbooks and also a 

sense of continuity reflected in the close ties that Sir 

Jones, Halhed, and Forbes establish between Persian, Bengali, 

and Hindustani on the one hand and Sanskrit on the other. 

Most importantly, communication with native officials comes 

out as the sole purpose that the grammars seek to achieve. 

To accomplish this goal, the grammars emphasize their 

? For a more elaborate discussion of this point, see Michel de Certau's 
book Heterologies: Discourse on the Other. Trans. Brian Massumi. 
Minneapolis: U of Minnesota Press, 1986. 



didactic character and their instrumentalist approach to 

teaching/thinking about language. 
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In conclusion, there is an idee fixe unifying the three 

grammars: that of a mission to make available to the British 

civil servant instruments of power through language 

acquisition. In this sense, the grammars reflect Western 

practices of ideology. Also in this connection, the 

rhetorical character of the work of Sir William Jones, Duncan 

Forbes, and Nathaniel Halhed show how an orientalist text 

reduces the distances, both linguistic and cultural, between 

its audience on the one hand and an oriental reality on the 

other, in such a way as to bring this reality as close as 

possible to the observing gaze of the West. 

Equally important, Sir Jones, Forbes, and Halhed adopt 

the language of reason and order, the language of universal 

rationality sanctioned by the Enlightenment project and the 

language of the Empire. The language of rationality is 

essentially concerned with reification, collection, and 

classification. The language of the Empire is primarily 

concerned with domination and rule over the natives. In this 

case, this type of orientalist discourse assumes a political 

responsibility toward the empire by paving the way for 

domination and rule. This method is consistent with the 

universal project of eighteenth-century ideology: collection, 

classification, description, and reification. It is the same 
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method that Mary Louise Pratt identifies in travel writing 

during this period. It is also the same model of knowledge 

and control which Michel Foucault addresses in various 

instances of his work, particularly in The Order of Things 

and Discipline and Punish. For Foucault, in the eighteenth 

century, classification was both "a technique of power and a 

procedure of knowledge" (148). Foucault continues to explain 

that "it was a question of organizing the multiple, of 

providing oneself with an instrument to cover it and to 

master it; it was a question of imposing upon it an 'order'" 

(148) . 

Sir William Jones, Nathaniel Halhed, Duncan Forbes, and 

several other orientalist philologists were impressed by the 

immensity of the oriental world, by the multiplicity of its 

ethnic groups and the multitude of its languages. Therefore, 

their linguistic discipline by virtue of its classification 

of languages and its systematic description of the rules that 

govern these languages strives to make the study of oriental 

languages "simple," "easy," and "less time consuming." When 

Sir Jones assures his learners that the learning process will 

take less than a year, he purely and simply indicates that 

his grammar fits in the general principles of a new 

mercantile economy of time. And here we reach an important 

consequence regarding the intimate ties between cultural 

representation and economic and political power. Rather than 
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being autonomous compilations of rules concerned with 

language usage and expressive representations of alien 

cultures, imperial grammars become active agents creating new 

cultural spaces, new social roles, new ways of acting and 

thinking, and new attitudes. Put differently, imperial 

grammars are a material force operating through various 

rhetorical strategies and complicit with political 

institutions, social practices, and economic structures. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CHINUA ACHEBE'S RIPOSTE TO COLONIAL 
REPRESENTATION IN HEART OF DARKNESS 

We . . . have been blandly invited to submit 
ourselves to a second epoch of colonization--this 
time by a universal--humanoid abstraction defined 
and conducted by individuals whose theories and 
prescriptions are derived from the apprehension of 
their world and their history, their social 
neurosis and their value systems. It is time, 
clearly, to respond to this new threat 

Wole Soyinka 

Myth, Literature and the African World 

When we look at orientalist and colonialist discourse, 

more particularly from the eighteenth century to the modern 

period, we notice that it is primarily based on its intention 

to create for itself a solid and homogeneous theoretical 

terrain. This strategy is commonly used to lump numerous and 

enormous differences together into one unified cultural 

identity which can be easily reified and measured according 

to Western epistemological standards. This reification, 

which Mary Louise Pratt describes as "a hegemonic form of 

othering," is oftentimes done through representation, a 

process by which the West defines the "other" as "oriental," 

"non-western," "non-Judeo-Christian, " or "primitive" (130). 
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Moreover, in the context of Western representation of 

non-European cultures, the "Other" is given very little or no 

space at all to speak. For Example, in Conrad's Heart of 

Darkness Marlow confers speech to the African natives on two 

occasions only: first, when a servant comes out to announce 

Kurtz's death: "Mistah Kurtz--he dead," and second, when one 

African native is portrayed as a beast showing a gruesome 

drive for cannibalism: 

"Catch 'im," he snapped 
of his eyes and a flash 
'im. Give 'im to us." 
"what would you do with 
curtly .. (42) 

with a bloodshot widening 
of sharp teeth--"catch 
"To you, eh?" I asked; 
them?" "Eat 'im!" he said 

One might venture to add that nowhere in his work does Conrad 

show any interest in going beyond the representation of the 

natives as "niggers" and "savages" or engage in any form of 

dialogue with them. In this sense, Heart of Darkness 

presents itself as the product of a Western ideological 

system of representation constructed by an imperialist power 

to control the world in the name of a civilizing mission. 

More importantly, Heart of Darkness presents itself as a text 

that produces Africa for European imagination. In this 

narrative, Marlow has a dual function, the first one being 

the narrator and mediator of a textual reality, and the 

second one being the colonial official in Africa, 

With post-colonial criticism, however, we begin to hear 

voices from the so-called Third World, voices which give 
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agency to the African subjects and re-inscribe their own 

narrative on the Western narrative, thus re-interpreting 

history from their own perspective. In this context, the 

colonized subject tells its own version of the colonial 

experience in its native language. For example, Al-Jabarti's 

Journal illustrates an excellent native response to 

colonialism by an Egyptian religious scholar who talks about 

the impact of the French expedition on Egypt. Edward Said 

quite rightly considers the Journal as a counter-text 

directed at Description de l'Egypte, a colonialist text 

produced by Napoleon's team of scientists in the 1820s. Or 

the colonized subject breaks the silence so far imposed upon 

it by the West and begins to speak back to the masters in 

their own language. When we consider this second type of 

post-colonial response, Chinua Achebe's work comes to mind, 

particularly his essay on Heart of Darkness and his novels 

Things Fall Apart and of course Arrow of God. Simon Gikandi 

celebrates the publication of Things Fall Apart in 1958 as "a 

most innovative and radical moment in the history of modern 

African literature" (29). 

Unlike Conrad, who throughout his work remains confined 

to a monolithic world view, Achebe engages in a dialogue with 

the master narrative, first by reading it so that he can 

deconstruct the colonial episteme upon which it is founded, 

and second by constructing an alternative African narrative 
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and, by extension, an African order of things. This chapter 

seeks to show how Achebe's work situates itself in dispute 

with colonialist representation and how the riposte to 

Conrad's project creates for us a contact zone in which two 

narratives vie for the power to represent a hotly contested 

African reality. More importantly, I want to show how 

Conrad's novel, though it pretends to conceal a cynical view 

about the whole colonial enterprise in Africa, is informed by 

an ideology, a system of ideas, vocabularies, and practices 

deployed as instruments of power. This approach is informed 

by the idea that literature is taught not only as poetics, 

but also as rhetoric and politics, that is, as an ideological 

construct that seeks to transform students as social subjects 

and further the interest of the social group that it 

represents. Literature projects a world view in which 

ideology codifies and reifies the world for us. When 

informed by rhetoric as a system that looks at social 

discourse, literature clearly shows who is doing what to whom 

and exposes the driving forces behind that form of action. 

Catherine Belsey quite appropriately defines the task of 

ideology as an attempt "to present the position of the 

subject as fixed and unchangeable, an element in a given 

system of differences which is human nature and the world of 

human experience" (90). 
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Colonial Encounter in Heart of Darkness 

Right from the beginning of Heart of Darkness, we are 

presented with images of Europe as a commercial and trading 

superpower whose mission is to set sail for the conquest of 

the African continent, of what Marlow once saw as "a place of 

darkness." London is described as the heart of modern 

European industrial civilization, "the biggest and the 

greatest town on earth" (7). The river Thames "stretching 

. . . like the beginning of an interminable waterway" and 

"the barges drifting up with the tide" are in effect symbols 

of productive instruments of power in the hands of a 

mercantile economy that seeks wealth in the Orient, in 

Africa, and in Latin America (7). Elsewhere, Marlow 

describes London as "a city that always makes [him] think of 

a whited sepulchre" (13). The company's London office, 

symbolic of the seat of a mercantile power, is "the biggest 

thing in town" and everybody that Marlow meets in that 

building "was full of it" (13). Marlow remarks that the 

company was going to run an overseas empire in Africa and 

"make no end coin by trade" (13). 

In contrast to a rich civilized Europe, Africa is 

portrayed in the novel as "a place of darkness" (12). 

Actually Marlow, who as a young boy had a passion for maps, 

translates a typically European consciousness which moves 

away from total ignorance of Africa only to assume an 
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attitude of arrogance: "It [Africa] had ceased to be a blank 

space of delightful mystery--a white patch for a boy to dream 

gloriously over. It had become a place of darkness" (12). 

Marlow's words bear testimony to the colonial encounter 

during which the explorers of the African continent filled in 

an arbitrary fashion with names of mountains, rivers, and 

forests the blank created by centuries of ignorance. In this 

connection, Mary Louise Pratt's Imperial Eyes gives an 

excellent account of the European travelers in the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries who proceeded with detailed 

descriptions, classifications, and labeling of the plant and 

animal world in Africa and America. After they had 

systematically emptied the African and American continents of 

all signs of sovereignty and culture, these "innocent" agents 

of imperialist power proceeded with the construction of a 

world populated with exotic species, but where humans are 

given no place at all. 

When Marlow sets out on his journey to Africa, he first 

introduces us to a hostile and unfriendly environment. The 

coast sometimes seems "almost featureless . . . with an 

aspect of monotonous grimness" (16). He shows us "the edge 

of a colossal jungle so dark green as to be almost black" 

(16). He exposes us to an African sun that is "fierce," and 

a land that seems "to glisten and drip with steam" (16). 

There is a place that Marlow has seen as "a God forsaken 
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wilderness with a tin shed and a flag-pole lost in it" (16). 

The African coast is "formless" and "bordered by dangerous 

surf, as if Nature herself had tried to ward off intruders" 

(17). In brief, for Marlow, the journey along the African 

coast was like "a weary pilgrimage amongst hints for 

nightmares" (17). Marlow describes the African environment 

as "an inferno" that produces mysterious sounds "as though 

the tearing pace of the launched earth had suddenly become 

audible" (20). 

Also in contrast to the overpowering architecture of 

London, the African villages are uncomplicated as rubble and 

appear in the narrative as "pathetically childish," a comic 

spectacle for the eyes of Europeans (23). Africa is 

simplified as "a great silence around and above" (23). There 

is nothing that Marlow sees except heat and wilderness: "and 

a solitude, a solitude, nobody, not a hut" (23). Elsewhere 

in the narrative, Marlow says: 

The smell of mud, of primeval mud by Jove, was in 
my nostrils, the high stillness of primeval forest 
was before my eyes; there were shiny patches on the 
black creek. The moon had spread over everything 
a thin layer of silver--over the rank grass, over 
the mud, upon the wall of matted vegetation 
standing higher than the wall of a temple, over the 
great river I could see through a sombre gap 
glittering, glittering as it flowed broadly by 
without a murmur. (29) 

This kind of description is typical of travel writing 

produced in colonial times. The African world is inhabited 
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with beasts, shadows, and wild plants. The human presence 

that Marlow sees is portrayed as "a sixty pair of bare feet 

behind me," or "the sixty pairs of eyes before me" (2 3) . 

The historic river Thames is described with affection 

and veneration because it speaks--in its brilliant serenity 

that leads to the uttermost ends of the earth and in "the 

august light of abiding memories"--of "ages of good service 

done to the race that peopled its banks" (8). Also the 

profound serenity of the river is further accentuated by a 

deep sense of history, of wealth and conquest. The river 

Thames has known the names of monarchs, knights, captains, 

admirals, adventurers, missionaries, traders, and soldiers, 

and above all the names of the ships that carried these men. 

In brief, for Marlow, the river Thames has the power of 

speech that allows it to invoke "the great spirit of the 

past"(8). Marlow marvels at the majesty of the river: "What 

greatness had not floated on the ebb of that river into the 

mystery of an unknown earth! . The dreams of men, the 

seed of commonwealths, the germs of empires" (8). Marlow's 

remark on the river Thames, "And this also has been one of 

the dark places of the earth," serves to establish some kind 

of connection between past conquests of Europe by the Romans 

and the present conquests of Africa by Europeans in the name 

of civilization. But the present imperial status of the 

mighty European river remains the same. 



220 

Marlow's image of the Congo river as "an immense snake 

uncoiled, with its head in the sea, its body at rest curving 

afar over a vast country and its tail lost in the depths of 

the land" reflects the young boy's fanciful representation of 

Africa on the map (12). This was a dominant view of an 

exotic Orient or a mysterious and charming Africa in the 

minds of the Europeans. At the company's offices, while 

waiting for his appointment to the Congo, Marlow looks at the 

Congo river on the map once again: "And the river was there--

fascinating--deadly--like a snake. Ough" (13-14). Marlow's 

description of Africa is charged with similes and metaphors 

that are meant to bring the African continent closer to 

European imagination: 

Going up that river was like traveling back to the 
earliest beginnings of the world, when vegetation 
rioted on the earth and the big trees were kings. 
An empty stream, a great silence, an impenetrable 
forest. The air was warm, thick, heavy, sluggish. 
(35) 

For Marlow, Africa was "a strange world of plants and water 

and silence" (36). Marlow describes himself and his 

companions as "wanderers on a prehistoric earth, on an earth 

that wore the aspect of an unknown planet" (37). And here we 

see the power relation between the two rivers: the Thames has 

the power of speech since it memorizes the names of the great 

instruments of imperial England; whereas the African river is 

mute and enclosed in mystery and silence. The former is 
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identified with the power of the word; the latter is reduced 

to impenetrable silence. 

The human resources on which the European mercantile 

economy rests are no less important, for they constitute a 

whole institutional apparatus of power. Thus in the novel, 

we encounter a doctor, a lawyer, the Director of Companies, 

seamen, an accountant, a station manager, a brick maker, 

soldiers, clerks, missionaries, and traders. Women, though 

described in misogynistic terms in a typically male dominant 

society, are also present in this narrative. Marlow's aunt 

is described as a woman with lots of connections and she 

helps Marlow get a position in the company. The encounter 

with the doctor is extremely significant because it shows 

that although Marlow portrays the doctor in sarcastic terms, 

the fact of the matter is that the medical profession played 

a central role in the colonial enterprise. The doctor says 

about his service to the empire: "This is my share in the 

advantages my country shall reap from the possession of such 

a magnificent dependency. The mere wealth I leave to others" 

(15) • 

Kurtz is the chief of the Inner Station and he occupies 

the most important 'position in the novel because of his 

eloquence which allows him to subdue the African natives (48-

50). This power of words has encouraged the International 

Society for the Suppression of Savage Customs to entrust him 
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with the mission to write a report for its future guidance. 

Marlow believes that all Europe has contributed to the making 

of Kurtz, but ironically, the wilderness takes Kurtz in its 

folds (49-50). The brick maker of the Central Station 

describes Kurtz as "a prodigy"; "an emissary of pity, and 

science, and progress, and devil knows what else"; "a 

universal genius" (28-30). The position that Marlow gives to 

Kurtz in this narrative clearly highlights the narrator's 

political ambivalence toward Kurtz. Marlow himself is in a 

way bewitched by the character of Kurtz and really does not 

know what to think of him. 

To complete this magnified view of Europeans in the 

novel, the narrative allows a few "good" natives to move in 

the European space but only in the context of a master

servant relationship. Thus the picture that we have includes 

a woman whom the manager tries to teach the work in the 

station, but she ends up disliking the work and turns out to 

be sullenly uncooperative; the General Manager's 'boy', "an 

overfed young negro from the coast," who is allowed to treat 

the white men, under his master's eyes, with "provoking 

insolence" (25); the messenger at the Central Station, "a 

lone negro, letter-bag on shoulder and staff in hand"; the 

servant who comes out to announce Kurtz's death; Kurtz's 

mistress. The Africans are also servants for the Eldorado 

Exploring Expedition: "a quarrelsome band of footsore sulky 
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niggers trod on the heels of the donkey" carrying a white man 

(32). Marlow describes his fireman as "a savage," or "an 

improved specimen" (38). It is worth noting how this type of 

language shows the arrogant attitude that Europeans adopt 

toward the Africans. 

Also the novel portrays the Africans as weak and 

inferior. Marlow gets his appointment right away because of 

the news that a captain was killed by the natives as he beat 

an African chief over two hens. But for our purpose, the 

manner in which the narrative constructs this event, putting 

a comic element in it, clearly shows the arrogant attitude 

Europeans adopted toward the African people: 

[The captain ] whacked the old nigger mercilessly 
while a big crowd watched him, thunderstruck, till 
some man--I was told the chief's son--in 
desperation at hearing the old chap yell, made a 
tentative jab with a spear at the white man--and of 
course it went quite easy between the shoulder
blades. (12-13) 

Marlow describes how after that incident the natives fled 

their homes, for fear a calamity might strike them: 

The village was deserted, the huts gaped black, 
rotting all askew within the fallen enclosures. 
The people had vanished. Mad terror had scattered 
them, men, women, children, through the bush and 
they had never returned. (13) 

Marlow here obviously hides his complicity in the cover-up of 

the drama of abuse and terror inflicted upon the natives 

whenever they attempt any form of rebellion against 

colonization. The comic tone that the narrative takes in the 
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description of such a serious event clearly reflects the 

power relation between the colonizers and the natives. The 

natives, especially the "bad" ones, those who contest 

European rule in one way or another, are ruthlessly subjected 

to all forms of abuse and humiliation. 

In fact, the colonial power in Africa defines the 

natives as "enemies" and shells them, or criminals and 

"chains" them (17-19). The European gaze does not find any 

trace of humanity in the natives. On his way to the Congo, 

Marlow encountered some African people and all he could see 

was "the white of their eyeballs glistening their 

bodies streamed with perspiration; they had faces like 

grotesque masks--these chaps" (17). Marlow finds "a touch of 

insanity in the proceeding, a sense of lugubrious drollery in 

the sight" (17). He saw six black men condemned to hard 

labor and who looked like apes: "Black rags were wound round 

their loins and the short ends behind waggled to and fro like 

tails" (19). Further Marlow considers that "these men could 

by no stretch of imagination be called enemies. They were 

called criminals and the outraged law like the bursting 

shells had come to them, an insoluble mystery from the sea" 

(19) . 

The African people are portrayed as "black shapes" which 

"crouched, sat between trees, leaning against the trunks, 

clinging to the earth, half effaced with the dim light, in 
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all the attitudes of pain, abandonment, and despair" (20). 

Marlow may feel some pity for the way the Africans are 

treated by a cruel colonial system, but he soon proceeds with 

his own business. The Africans are described as devoid of 

any signs of humanity; they were "a burst of yells, a whirl 

of black limbs, a mass of hands clapping, of feet stamping, 

of bodies swaying, of eyes rolling under the droop of heavy 

motionless foliage" (37). 

The colonial encounter is described in the following 

terms: "The steamer toiled along slowly on the edge of a 

black and incomprehensible frenzy" (37). The steamer, 

symbolic of science and technology, reason and progress, 

makes its way through the world of unreason and madness. 

Marlow also states: "We were cut off from the comprehension 

of our surroundings" (37). Marlow saw himself and his 

companions sailing on that river as "sane men would be before 

an enthusiastic outbreak in a madhouse" (37). The Africans 

"howled and leaped and spun and made horrid faces" (37). 

The relationship between the colonizers and the 

colonized in this novel is a structural relationship of power 

defined by binary oppositions: work versus idleness; order 

versus chaos; health versus sickness; articulated and 

intelligible language versus the "violent babble of uncouth 

sounds" (22). The Company's chief accountant is another 

symbol of the accuracy on which lies a solid mercantile 
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economy, making "correct entries of perfectly correct 

transactions" (22). He says of the natives: "When one has to 

make correct entries one comes to hate these savages--hate 

them to death" (22). Mary Louise Pratt describes the 

imperial frontier as an arena in which "Europeans confront 

not only unfamiliar Others but unfamiliar selves" (121). She 

continues to explain that in that frontier, Europeans "engage 

in not just the reproduction of the capitalist mode of 

production but its expansion through displacement of 

previously established modes" (121). Therefore, the Africans 

that we encounter in Conrad's novel are merely "a mass of 

naked, breathing, quivering, bronze bodies" (66). They are 

denied articulated expression, the power that Kurtz has over 

them and by which he rules them: 

They shouted periodically together strings of 
amazing words that resembled no sounds of human 
language; and the deep murmurs of the crowd, 
interrupted suddenly, were like the responses of 
some satanic litany. (66) 

The terms by which Kurtz's African mistress is portrayed 

are in effect a projection of inner fears of the sexualized 

black woman which haunted Western imagination since the 

Middle Ages. 8 Marlow describes Kurtz's mistress as "a wild 

and gorgeous apparition of a woman" or as "savage and superb, 

8. For a detailed and more comprehensive discussion of this point, see 
Sander Gilman's essay "Black Bodies, White Bodies: Toward an Iconography 
of Female Sexuality in Late Nineteenth-Century, Medicine, and 
Literature," Critical Inquiry 12 (Autumn 1985) 204-242. 
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stately in her deliberate progress" (60). 
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In Heart of Darkness, the dichotomy construed by 

imperialist thought--the white man as the sovereign with a 

civilizing mission on the one hand, and the black people as 

primitive on the other--is firmly fixed in Marlow's narrative 

and it operates in such a way as to distort the dialogic 

nature of interaction of the self with other selves. Conrad 

cannot possibly be exempt from such imperialist thought as 

his project flatly refuses to admit that discourse in the 

novel lives, to use Bakhtin's terms, "on the boundary between 

its own context and another, alien, context" (284). Put 

differently, the dichotomy between black and white in 

Marlow's world view ignores the historical processes of 

cultural interaction and mutual construction by which the 

self essentially contains other selves and is inevitably 

contained by them. 
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The Post-Colonial Critic Speaks Back 

In his essay "An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad's 

Heart of Darkness" and also in his novel Arrow of God, Chinua 

Achebe is concerned with deconstructing the colonial project 

as it is translated in Conrad's work. In this sense, 

Achebe's aggressive strategy in retaking the signifying 

function appropriated by colonialist representation is a 

necessary intervention for him as a post-colonial critic to 

use in his treatment of colonial texts. The argument in the 

essay on Heart of Darkness is that Conrad's text translates a 

European vision of Africa based on the need in Western 

psychology "to set Africa up as a foil to Europe, as a place 

of negations at once remote and vaguely familiar, in 

comparison with which Europe's own state of spiritual grace 

will be manifested" (251-52). Achebe concedes that Conrad is 

"undoubtedly one of the greatest stylists of modern fiction 

and a good story-teller into the bargain" (252). However, 

the image of Africa that the novel gives is irrevocably a 

product of Western imagination. In this perspective, 

Achebe's objection to Heart of Darkness is that: 

it projects the image of Africa as "the other 
world," the antithesis of Europe and therefore of 
civilization, a place where man's vaunted 
intelligence and refinement are mocked by 
triumphant bestiality. (252) 

Achebe questions Conrad's artistic good faith in his 

representation of Africa, particularly his use of certain 
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types of adjectives such as "inscrutable," "unspeakable," 

"mysterious," etc., and he argues that Conrad "is in reality 

engaged in inducing hypnotic stupor in his readers through a 

bombardment of emotive words and other forms of trickery" 

(253). Achebe quotes a whole passage from Conrad's novel 

because he believes that it clearly illustrates the racist 

statement that the novel makes about Africans: 

We were wanderers on a prehistoric earth . . . . 
But suddenly . . . there would be . . . a burst of 
yells, a whirl of black limbs, a mass of hands 
clapping, of feet stamping, of bodies swaying, of 
eyes rolling .. (253) 

Achebe also considers Conrad's representation of Kurtz's 

fiancee on the one hand, and of the African woman on the 

other, as a statement that significantly exposes a European 

male's "bestowal of human expression to the one and the 

withholding of it from the other" (255). For Achebe, the 

African woman is given a subaltern position in the novel, 

even though she is in a subtle way eroticized. She is "a 

savage counterpart to the refined, European woman who will 

step forth to end the story" (255). For Achebe, the two 

occasions on which Conrad confers speech on the servant who 

announces Kurtz's death and the Africans who show a gruesome 

drive for cannibalism "constitute some of his best assaults" 

on the African people (255). In the case of the latter, 

Achebe thinks that Conrad confers speech on them in order to 

secure "their conviction by clear, unambiguous evidence 
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issuing of their own mouth" (256). As for the servant who 

announces Kurtz's death, Achebe asks: 

What better or more appropriate finis could be 
written to the horror story of that wayward child 
of civilization who willfully had given his soul to 
the powers of darkness . . . than the proclamation 
of his physical death by the forces he has joined?" 
[author's emphasis] (256) 

Achebe concludes that Conrad is "a thoroughgoing racist" 

and he dismisses the naive interpretation of Africa in Heart 

of Darkness by white students who understand it "merely as a 

setting for the disintegration of the mind of Mr. Kurtz" 

(257). He finds it unnerving that Africa is represented as 

"a metaphysical battlefield devoid of all recognizable 

humanity, into which the wandering European enters at his 

peril" (257). To the question whether such a text, which 

erases a whole culture, "celebrates this dehumanization," and 

"depersonalizes a portion of the human race," can be 

considered a great work of art and among the half dozen 

greatest short novels in the English language, Achebe's 

response is quite clear: "No, it cannot" (257). 

Achebe insists that he does not doubt Conrad's "great 

talents" as a stylist (257). Nor does he deny the fact that 

Heart of Darkness has "its memorably good passages and 

moments" and that the novel's exploration of the European 

mind is "often penetrating and full of insight" (257-258). 

However, Achebe considers that literary criticism has dwelled 
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too much for too long in discussing the narrative techniques 

of Heart of Darkness and that it is high time critics took a 

different angle at the novel by addressing Conrad's obvious 

racism. 

Achebe admits that discourse in Conrad's period was 

charged with racist prejudice against blacks, but he argues 

that Conrad's language has more to it and that it should be 

studied from a psychoanalytic approach (258). Achebe 

considers that Conrad's "inordinate love of that word 

[nigger] itself should be of interest to psychoanalysts" 

because his obsession with blackness is so unrelenting (258). 

Achebe concludes that "[i]rrational love and irrational hate 

[are] jostling together in the heart of that talented, 

tormented man" (259). Achebe finds it offensive that a novel 

that makes a blatant racist statement about Africa is still 

celebrated as a masterpiece and a canonical text in English 

departments in the United States. 

Achebe also raises a much debated question in post

colonial criticism, namely that which concerns the 

representation of native women in colonial texts. Though 

Achebe does not discuss this question in a much more studied 

manner as Malek Alloula does in The Colonial Harem or Edward 

Said in Orientalism, he nevertheless exposes a rather 

disturbing European view of "native" women in Heart of 

Darkness. He actually demonstrates that Conrad's text itself 
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is not exempt from rendering a Western view that represents 

African women as "savage and superb, wild-eyed and 

magnificent." Conrad's description of Kurtz's mistress 

discloses a biased view since it presents Marlow as 

completely overwhelmed by the magnificent power of the 

African woman, who is described as wild and magnificent, 

although she is given nothing of the grace an English lady 

like Kurtz's fiancee possesses. Achebe concedes that Heart 

of Darkness can certainly be read as a critique of the 

deterioration of Kurtz and, by extension, of the whole 

European colonial enterprise in Africa, but still the major 

objection that remains to be leveled against it is that it 

proceeds with "the dehumanization of Africa and the Africans" 

and represents Africa as "a metaphysical battlefield devoid 

of all humanity" (257). 

If we subject Achebe's reading of Heart of Darkness to 

the same rigor of analysis by which we have read Conrad's 

novella, we can argue that the Nigerian writer himself has 

failed, in Bakhtinian terms, to appreciate the multiplicity 

of voices lying behind a seemingly monolithic European world 

view. To reject flatly Conrad's work as racist is to avoid 

considering a complex structure that presents us with various 

degrees of ambiguity and untypical remarks made by the first 

narrator, by Marlow himself, and also by the characters. 

Even though historically Europe colonized Africa, and this is 



233 

a fact, European attitudes toward Africa and the colonial 

project cannot be lumped into one universal from of action. 

To cite a few examples, when Marlow returns to the sepulchral 

city of London, he appears as a character who has changed 

tremendously, something that Achebe has failed to see. There 

is a tremendous change in the ethos of Marlow because the 

impact of the colonial experience on him is so great, 

especially in the manner in which he describes the city life 

in London. 

Also the manner in which the two women blend in the 

narrator's imagination is a complex moment that Achebe passes 

over. True, Conrad gives the African woman the traditional 

European view of an overwhelming, enchanting, and bewitching 

woman. The African mistress has a form of power which we 

clearly see as soon as she appears on the scene outside 

Kurtz's hut and stretches out her hands as if reaching for 

some mysterious thing. The Intended has language to express 

"gentle" feelings of sorrow and love and tenderness. But 

when she appears dressed in black and reenacts in some ways 

the gesture of the African mistress, we can imply that the 

two women meet in the force of that gesture. Needless to 

say, the two women love the same man. Further, what Marlow 

takes with him to London, the sepulchral city of light and 

reason, is "the heart of a conquering darkness" (72). Here 

the two worlds meet in a double movement of a current and 
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undercurrent of story telling. Lastly, what Achebe has 

failed to see is the significance of Marlow's lie when Marlow 

twisted Kurtz's last words. In other words, Achebe has 

failed to acknowledge that Conrad presents fiction as a form 

of deceit, a nicely woven lie, thus problematizing the value 

of representation and language. 

Achebe's concern that all readers are going to accept 

Conrad's narrative as history is an interesting way to fail 

to recognize the complex nature of reading. This concern 

does not acknowledge the fact that readers act upon the texts 

they read by bringing their linguistic and cultural ethos in 

their interpretation of texts. More importantly, Achebe's 

concern fails to see that history itself is fiction. Today 

there are as many ways to read a narrative like Heart of 

Darkness as there are many readers. My white American 

English 102 students resisted lots of things in the novel. 

Some wrote their term papers on the novel, using a feminist 

approach. Others noted the racial slurs that Marlow makes 

about Africans. Still others denounced the exploitation of 

The Congo by the Belgian empire. The novel in my view still 

remains an interesting textual site for negotiation of 

interpretations. What Achebe fails to appreciate in 

interpretation is that it cannot possibly avoid distortions. 

There is no such thing as accurate and risk-free 

representation. Representation of people and culture is 
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charged with prejudice, ideology, and mystification. I agree 

with Achebe that the West should look at Africa "as a 

continent of people," but still the notion of people is 

itself far from being simple. 

However, despite this misreading that Achebe cannot 

possibly avoid, given his political position toward such a 

complex novel as Heart of Darkness, we can still appreciate 

the role that Achebe's interpretation takes upon itself as an 

agent of a new African identity. Achebe's misreading is 

inevitably informed by a legitimate concern about the 

persuasive power of language. As Gikandi explains, it is a 

type of reading that begins "by confronting the ideologies of 

colonialism, interrogate[s] the colonial imagination and 

vision, its historical claims, and its theory of Africans" 

(32). From this perspective, confronting the colonial 

project in its totality becomes for Achebe an essential 

precondition for theorizing on the post-colonial condition 

itself. Talking about his experience with Western literary 

texts, Achebe writes: 

I suddenly saw that these books had to be read in a 
different light. Reading Heart of Darkness, for 
instance, which was a very, very highly praised 
book and which is still highly praised, I realized 
that I was one of those savages jumping up and down 
on the beach. Once that kind of Enlightenment 
comes to you, you realize that someone has to write 
a different story. (qtd. in Gikandi 33) 
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One can conclude that the act of reading such colonial texts 

constitutes the restatement of a 'lack' that only a counter

narrative can fulfill. Therefore, what the African writer 

needs to do is, as Gikandi suggests, "to invent a social 

terrain in which he or she [i]s an actor rather than a victim 

of history" (33). 

In this sense, post-colonial writing presents itself as 

an expression, to use SIemon and Tiffin's terms, "grounded in 

the cultural realities of those societies whose subjectivity 

has been constituted at least in part by the subordinating 

power of European colonialism" (ix). Post-colonial criticism 

is a response to the imposition for so many centuries of a 

Western system of conceptual patterns onto a world that is 

"out there" and yet within the grasp of Western cognition. 
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Arrow of God: An African Counter-Narrative 

Arrow of God takes us to the village life of Ibo people 

in the early times of colonial encounter in the 1920s and 

shows the impact of the colonial presence upon the lives of 

the African people. Its central theme being the relationship 

between Ezeulu, priest of God Ulu, and the white man, the 

novel dramatizes for us an important moment in African 

history. In particular, the novel articulates the 

significance of the impact of colonial experience on the 

people of Ibo land and ultimately offers an interpretation of 

an African situation in a more complex manner than the 

description one finds in a colonial narrative such as Heart 

of Darkness. 

Right from the beginning, we are plunged into Ibo life. 

In this manner, Achebe succeeds in laying the first 

foundations of a new form of linguistic communication by 

resisting translation or explanation of Ibo words: obi, 

ogene, alusi, okposi, ofo. In effect, the use of native 

terms, whether individual lexical items or whole chunks of 

discourse such as proverbs and sayings, engages in cracking 

open the boundaries of language and offers tremendous 

possibilities for the writer to mix linguistic and cultural 

codes. Thus the African writer creates a third voice, that 

is, a voice that gives us an English syntax charged with an 

African idiom. In fact, the African vernacular undermines 
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the authority of the English language, and the African form 

of story telling disrupts the authority of the Western 

narrative. One can safely say that by writing in a Western 

language, Achebe engages in a special relationship with 

language and justly earns the special position of post

colonial writers to whom one should direct attention because 

they have embarked on this difficult task of creating, to use 

John Erickson's terms, "a double of the traditional 

narrative" (103). That is, the alternative discourse that 

Achebe has managed to create lies somewhere below the surface 

of the master narrative, and is ready to emerge and disrupt 

the authority of the metropolitan form. 

By restructuring the traditional narrative form, post

colonial writers, Erickson suggests, work "to subvert the 

reigning discourse" and offer "an alternative discourse that 

calls into question the philosophical (logocentric, 

eurocentric) precepts upon which the narrative rests and that 

legislate the laws governing and controlling it" (103). 

However, Erickson cautions post-colonial writers "to remain 

effective and not be completely marginalized" (103). To 

achieve this goal, Erickson suggests, contestatory discourse 

that aims at subverting the rules and norms of the dominant 

discourse must avoid any form of rupture and 

unintelligibility (103). In other words, as Richard Terdiman 
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explains, the contestatory discourse must strive for "the 

greatest possible distance, but without disconnection" (69). 

Achebe is one of those few post-colonial writers who 

have managed to develop narrative counter-tactics in writing. 

That is, while operating within the framework of the 

discourse of power, he has succeeded in dismantling it and 

creating instead a discourse of the "Other". Put 

differently, Achebe has managed to create a new space for his 

writing by filling, to use Khatibi's terms, "the otherwise 

silent void of non-communication between the West and the 

non-West with voices from the outside proclaiming their 

presence as other" [author's emphasis] (qtd. in Erickson 

104) . 

What is at stake in this type of writing, "the scene of 

the text"--to use Khatibi's terms once again--is the space 

between identity and difference, the space between the 

standard language that works towards assimilation of all its 

speakers, both Western and non-Western, and the difference 

from the Western culture that constitutes the ideological 

foundations of the language. The dominant language in this 

type of writing is, as Erickson puts it, "inflected by a 

foreign culture with its own dispositions and modes" (104). 

To use Erickson's argument, through this act of writing 

double, Achebe turns his narrative into an adversarial 

discourse that puts the discourse of the master--in this case 



Conrad's Heart of Darkness--as well as that of the "savage" 

on the same level (109). In Arrow of God, Achebe rewrites 

the language of the colonizer, by effacing the colonial 

narrative so as to replace it with an African narrative. 

Achebe's language is, to use Khatibi's term, a "bilangue," 

that is, a language that refuses to conform either to a 

Western idiom or an indigenous idiom. 
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Erickson points out a qualitative difference between the 

assimilated African writing another's discourse and the 

African writer consciously contriving to make the European 

language a cover and a means for creating his/her African 

discourse (118). For Erickson, the second category of 

African writers earn the term post-colonial because their 

discursive tactics are the characteristics of what he terms 

"writing double" (118). One would argue that Achebe holds a 

comfortable position in the category of post-colonial writers 

because to the question "Where is everybody in Heart of 

Darkness?" that one might ask, he comes up with a whole 

narrative about a complex communal experience. 

By foregrounding the African voice, Arrow of God 

complicates the notion of power, for it presents us with an 

African spiritual leader fully engaged in a metaphysical 

questioning of the power that he exerts over the Ibo 

community. Most importantly, the novel orchestrates 

different voices and subsequently articulates different forms 
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of power. Ezeulu is the priest and leader of the unified 

villages of Umuaro. In fact, he is the arrow of his god Ulu; 

yet the African priest experiences the drama of ambivalence 

as regards the nature of power. Power here is not 

exclusively a material possession that goes from one 

individual to another, nor is it solely a network of 

production relations that define the positions and roles of 

individuals. In Arrow of God, we are presented with a 

different grammar of power, a power over the years and the 

crops, a power of naming the days of feasts and rituals. 

Most importantly, Ezeulu himself is overwhelmed by the 

immensity of the power that he holds over his community. 

Whenever Ezeulu is confronted with the immensity of his power 

over time and space, that is, his power to name the year and 

announce the season for growing the crops, he wonders if his 

power is real: "It was true he named the day for the feast of 

the Pumpkin Leaves and for the New Yam feast; but he did not 

choose the day" (3). Ezeulu describes himself as a mere 

watchman: "His power was no more than the power of a child 

over a goat that was said to be his" (3). Ezeulu knows the 

limit of his power over time and the people: "Not the Chief 

Priest of Ulu was more than that, must be more than that" 

(4). Achebe presents us with a fascinating sense of dilemma 

in his character, by showing the vulnerability of the most 

powerful person in an African village: 
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If he should refuse to name the day there 
would be no festival--no planting and no reaping. 
But could he refuse? No Chief Priest had ever 
refused. So it could not be done. He would not 
dare. (4) 

Later Ezeulu asks: "What kind of power was it if everybody 

knew that it would never be used?" Such complex metaphysical 

questions remain unsolved throughout the whole narrative. 

However, Ezeulu instantly recognizes that the new 

religious and educational system that the white man has 

brought to Africa is strategically located in the apparatus 

of a Western form of power that presents itself as an 

alternative to a crumbling African from of power. He seizes 

the moment and sends one of his sons to learn the white man's 

"teaching" so that he can be on the safe side. Ironically 

enough, Ezeulu loses on both sides. He loses when he turns 

down the white man's offer to be nominated African chief and 

also when he refuses to name the year for his community. 

Hence one can argue that Arrow of God complicates the notion 

of power traditionally understood as repression and war and 

proposes instead a meeting ground in which the new 

colonialism interacts with other intangible forms which hold 

the African community together. 

Therefore, it is worth pointing out that although Achebe 

foregrounds the African forms of power, he never loses sight 

of the tactics of the power of colonialism, its coercive 
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institutions, and its military aggression in Africa. The 

colonizer appears to be outside this African space where 

endemic struggles between contending factions of power are 

operating. Achebe exposes in a subtle way Europe's colonial 

intentions by presenting it as a referee that has at its 

disposal a military, administrative, and educational arsenal 

for putting an end to war and violence between the clans. 

In fact, there is a juxtaposition of the African and the 

European forms of power in a conflictual situation of 

challenge and response. We have on the one hand the African 

clan consisting in the codification of a whole range of power 

relations which define the roles of Ibo people. What makes 

the functioning of the clan possible is the communal unity 

among its people: priests, elders, women, children, and even 

the new Christian converts. On the other hand, we have the 

colonial power presenting a different type of codification 

imposed on those same African relations. Ultimately, the 

novel is a dramatization of the manner in which the two 

parties engage in a relation of challenge and response. 

Achebe stages the conflict between the colonizers and 

his local people in such a manner as to show us at one level 

the African community as a whole cultural construct with its 

own dynamic internal conflicts. In Ibo village, the public 

and private spheres are nicely juxtaposed to give us a sense 

of harmonious communal life. At another level, the 
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colonizers are presented to us as single adventurers, totally 

uprooted from their familiar surroundings, but with a 

tremendous power to destabilize an African community. The 

community Achebe describes in this narrative has its own 

founding fathers, its social values, its religious discourse 

and practices, its rhetoric of belonging, its history and its 

geographical boundaries. It has its official heroes and foes 

as well. In fact, the African community we have in Arrow of 

God has its shared values which constitute its collective 

ethos and an amalgam of harmonious social practices. 

To make the connection between Arrow of God and Heart of 

Darkness, one could argue that Achebe sends the picture in 

which the African people are portrayed as savages back to 

Conrad and offers instead a picture of an extremely intricate 

social construct in which religion, family life, and economic 

and social relations constitute a highly complex network of 

interrelated activity. Also in Achebe's narrative, the 

colonizers, who are in fact in exile, for they are displaced 

individuals with no real purpose for the colonized, are 

virtually placed on the periphery of a closely knit African 

community. At some point, the colonizers are seriously 

affected by the African environment which they seek to 

control. For example, the District Officer is the victim of 

a bad stroke that renders him powerless for days and his name 

undergoes a comical phonetic distortion. 
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In fact, the picture that Achebe draws in Arrow of God 

illustrates a whole machinery of power in which both the 

colonizers and the African people are caught up. At one 

level, the white man succeeds in his project to disrupt the 

life of the African community by challenging its institutions 

and also by injecting his own colonial institutional 

practices. At another level, the novel unfolds a genuinely 

African narrative about an African community striving to hold 

itself together and meet the colonial challenge. 

In Arrow of God, Achebe consigns truth exclusively to 

the African community and relegates falsehood and inferiority 

to the colonizer. In effect, the African counter-narrative 

that he offers exposes the fabrications and exclusions in the 

writing of the master narrative, whose authority it seeks to 

challenge by restoring the effaced voices of the native 

culture. Achebe disposes of the false representation in the 

colonial narrative, by breaking the fixed, unitary categories 

on which the old colonial narrative depended. 

Therefore, the choice of realism as a technique of 

reinventing the past is not based on nostalgia, but rather on 

the need to recreate a past historical experience. As Abdul 

JanMoharned suggests, "Achebe's nostalgia must be 

distinguished from the romantic ethnology of the Negritude 

movement" (181). Unlike Negritude writers, JanMoharned 

continues to argue, "Achebe neither portrays an idealized, 
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monolithic, homogenized, and pasteurized 'African' past, nor 

does he valorize indigenous cultures by reversing the old 

colonial manichean allegory as, for instance, Senghor does" 

(181) . 

Thus the significance of Achebe's work for us lies to a 

great extent in his ability to use the novel, a Western 

genre, as a new way of interpreting African culture. The 

novel allows the writer to express an order of things 

different from the realities framed by imperialism and 

Western domination. As Simon Gikandi observes, "Achebe's 

anxious quest for a post-colonial esthetic is predicated on 

the belief that narrative can indeed propose an alternative 

world beyond the realities imprisoned in colonial and pre

colonial relations of power" (31). More important, because 

the project of colonialism has fixed the African as a 

projection of Western desires and economic interests, the 

crucial moment of Achebe's linguistic and cultural practice 

is bound to be his quest for techniques and ideologies of 

narrative that devalorize the ecumenical colonial discourses 

that have constructed him as a writing subject (31). Gikandi 

continues to argue that Achebe's textual practice "seeks not 

only to mediate the African experience through a different 

order of discourse, but also to transform and re-invent the 

African world" (31). 
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The linguistic and cultural challenge that post-colonial 

writing, and in this context Achebe's writing, faces is how 

to evoke an African identity through the language and textual 

practices borrowed from the colonizer. In other words, how 

can writing in the master's language provoke our desire for 

change, for a second order of representation? Achebe is 

aware of the fact that colonialist criticism has the tendency 

to dismiss the African novel as a peculiarly Western genre. 

However, isn't the African writer's appropriation of a most 

privileged discursive instrument in the West just what gives 

the African novel its subversive force? To respond to those 

among his critics who view his use of a foreign language and 

genre as an inexplicable subordination to colonial ideologies 

of domination, Achebe suggests a compelling analogy in Afro-

American cultural formation: 

Did not the black people in America, deprived of 
their own musical instruments, take the trumpet and 
the trombone and blow them as they had never been 
blown before, as indeed they were not designed to 
be blown? And the result, was it not jazz? Is any 
one going to say that this was a loss to the world 
or that those first negro slaves who began to play 
around with discarded instruments of their masters 
should have played waltzes and fox-trots and more 
Salvation Army hymn tunes? (17) 

In this context, the realistic novel as a borrowed instrument 

is taken up by Achebe and is bent around and used against the 

culture that produced it. 
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Achebe clearly writes for an African audience as well as 

for a Western audience. In this way, he opens up many 

possibilities for the creation of meaning traditionally 

understood as a social production characterized by the 

participation of both the writer and reader within a 

particular discourse event. In this case, both the writer 

and the reader have access to one another through what W. D. 

Ashcroft calls "the mutual construction of the text within 

certain linguistic and generic parameters" (60). In this 

context, how meaning is constructed is a central question 

because it is, as Ashcroft suggests, "made much more salient 

by post-colonial writing systems in which writer and reader 

might have ranges of experience and presuppositions which may 

not be expected to overlap greatly, if at all" (60). 

Significantly, the additional perspective which the 

consideration of post-colonial literatures brings to this 

discussion is obviously, as Ashcroft puts it, "their 

accentuation of this phenomenon of distance" (60). That is, 

post-colonial texts present us with writers and readers far 

more absent from each other than they would be if situated in 

the same linguistic and cultural context. They rather 

present us with a situation which in some cases provides a 

totally ambivalent site for communication. Thus one may 

conclude that while post-colonial writing has led to a 

richness in technical innovations which exist to bridge an 
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ostensibly wider gap between writer and reader, the process 

of reading itself becomes, as Ashcroft describes it, "a 

continual process of contextualisation and adjustment 

directly linked to the constitutive relations within the 

discursive event" (65). 



CHAPTER SIX 

WRITING IN EXILE: CONSTRUCTING AUDIENCES AND 
IDENTITIES IN FOREIGN LANDS 
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In this chapter I want to draw attention to an emerging 

Middle Eastern English literary tradition in exile which in 

my view deserves to be included in English studies in 

departments of English because it provides an insight into 

the political and cultural dialogic relationship between East 

and West. I want to suggest that instead of looking at these 

texts as marginal cultural artifacts, we focus on their 

nature, whatever that might be, and examine how they may 

potentially come in productive dialogue with each other and 

with the English speaking audiences that they address. For 

this purpose, I want to show the significance of the choice 

of English as a strategic means of linguistic expression and 

artistic creation in four literary texts written by Middle 

Eastern writers: Hala Deeb Jabbour's A Woman of Nazareth, 

Taghi Modarressi's The Pilgrim's Rules of Etiquette, Marwan 

Hassan's The Confusion of Stones, and Manoucher Parvin's Cry 

for My Revolution, Iran. 

These texts display various forms of constructing 

SUbjective consciousness and an acute sense of the power 

relation in language. In this perspective, the questions 
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that I wish to raise are as follows: What kind of reality do 

these texts struggle to express in a foreign language? What 

subjects do they talk about? What type of audience do they 

address? What spaces do they seek to create for themselves 

as texts in exile? How do they attempt to place themselves 

in the multiplicity of voices which constitute the English 

literary tradition? I do not pretend to have ready-made 

answers to these questions, but still, I think the issues 

here are worth discussing. By raising such important 

rhetorical questions as to the author-text-reader 

relationship and also by emphasizing the forms of rebellious 

consciousness that these texts unfold about the reality they 

portray, we will be able to touch upon some of the problems 

that this type of literature faces in clamoring for attention 

in the West. 

A rhetorical perspective of these texts should be quite 

useful for us since it articulates the areas of conflict 

between the world and the self that these writers in exile 

portray in a language that is not theirs. Put differently, I 

suggest that we trace the outlines of the world articulated 

by these texts, particularly as that world is made open to a 

particular type of audience. In my view, a rhetorical 

analysis is of particular significance in the study of this 

type of literature since it presents us with texts as facts 



of power that resonate with conflict between the Other and 

the dominant language. 
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Cry for my Revolution, Iran, A Woman of Nazareth, The 

Confusion of Stones, and to some degree The Pilgrim's Rules 

of Etiquette present us with a site in which a dynamic 

relation between the literary work and the reality that it 

articulates in a dominant culture is played out in shifting 

grounds where several voices interrupt each other in an 

attempt to assert their domination. Most importantly, we are 

presented with texts which Edward Said would describe as "a 

system of forces institutionalized at some expense by the 

reigning culture, not an ideal cosmos of ideally equal poems" 

(l88). In this perspective, if, as Said has put it, ". 

all texts essentially displace, dislodge other texts," the 

questions worth asking will be: Will these texts at least be 

able to secure some kind of position among other canonical 

texts? If so, how are they going to do that? (l78) 

Since exile is a condition constructed by complex 

historical, political, and cultural forces, it clearly 

creates a socio-political and linguistic space between the 

homeland and the host country which the person in exile 

inhabits and turns into a home. A number of critics have 

discussed the literature of writers in exile with particular 

emphasis on the notion of home. For example, in Writers in 

Exile: The Identity of Home in Modern Literature, Andrew Gurr 
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examines how the need for a sense of home as a base, a source 

of identity even more than a refuge for writers in exile, has 

grown tremendously since the last century or so. Gurr 

remarks that "this sense of home is the goal of all the 

voyages of self-discovery which have become the 

characteristic shape of modern literature" (13). Quite 

significantly, exile is the condition of existence for the 

modern writer, and the natural response to it is, as Gurr 

explains, "a search for identity, the quest for a home, 

through self-discovery or self-realization" (14). 

On another level, in her essay "Gastarbeiterliteratur: 

The Other Speaks Back, II Arlene Akiko Teraoka draws upon the 

concept of a literature of a minority writing in a dominant 

language which Gilles Deleuze and Guattari have articulated 

in their work, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature. Teraoka 

examines how the silent Turk, representing a linguistic and 

cultural minority that is economically and socially 

underprivileged in Germany, begins to speak in the dominant 

language (297). Teraoka asserts that in the context of 

Gastarbeiterliteratur (Guestworker Literature) one thing 

seems certain: "the opaque Other has broken its silence and 

begun to speak to the West; moreover, in speaking 'our' 

language, it has begun to speak back" (298). Hence with the 

"other" positioning itself in the conversation, the dominant 

language acquires linguistic and cultural overtones brought 
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with voices so far denied the right to speak. 
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On still another level, Moroccan critic Abdelkabir 

Khatibi explains in Maghreb Pluriel that the 'mother' tongue 

operates in the foreign language and that from one to the 

other there is a permanent process of translation and a 

conversation in the abyss, which is extremely difficult to 

bring out (197). Khatibi asks: "where does the violence of 

the [bilingual] text outline itself if not in this chasm, 

this intersection truly irreconcilable?" (179). In this 

sense, the bilingual writer continuously outlines this rift 

and at the same time experiences this tremendous joy of being 

a foreigner and continuously works on the margin of both 

cultures. Khatibi argues that "the foreign language does not 

come as an addition to the mother tongue, nor does it operate 

with it in a pure juxtaposition" (186). For him, "each 

language beckons the other and calls it to stand as if 

outside" (186). In this perspective, Cry for my Revolution, 

Iran, A Woman of Nazareth, The Pilgrim's Rules of Etiquette, 

and The Confusion of Stones are narratives which, to use 

Khatibi's terms, "speak in languages" (186). 

Salman Rushdie's discussion of exile in his Imaginary 

Homelands: Essays and Criticism sheds light on the plural as 

well as partial nature of language and identity. For 

Rushdie, "sometimes we feel that we straddle two cultures; at 
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other times, that we fall between two stools" (15). Such a 

metaphor is quite relevant here since it shows the ambiguous 

and changing grounds which writers in exile inhabit. 

Rushdie is optimistic about the nature of such a territory: 

"however ambiguous and shifting this ground may be, it is not 

an infertile territory for a writer to occupy" (15). Rushdie 

explains: "If literature is in part the business of finding 

new angles at which to enter reality, then once again our 

distance, our long geographical perspective, may provide us 

with such angles" (15). An analogous perspective on Middle 

Eastern literary works in English locates Cry for My 

Revolution, Iran, A Woman of Nazareth, The Pilgrim's Rule of 

Etiquette, and The Confusion of Stones in the framework of 

writing, as Modarressi puts it, "with an accent." 

In effect, writing in a foreign language is a complex 

linguistic and artistic activity that is motivated by serious 

political factors. By the same token, such activity creates 

complex heterogeneous semiotic spaces for itself. More 

important in my view, this daring contact with the dominant 

culture results in a linguistic and cultural displacement of 

the Other speaking in the dominant language. In his essay 

"Culturalism and Hegemonic Ideology," Arif Dirlik shows how 

the West's intrusion in non-Western societies "displaces or 

'decenters' intellectuals in these societies who, as it were, 



learn to live in two cultural worlds without belonging in 

either one completely" (413). 
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In North America, Middle Eastern writers in exile, and 

here I refer to those who choose English as a means of 

linguistic expression and the novel as a genre for artistic 

creation, have encountered, though to a lesser degree, the 

same challenge that Turkish writers in Germany, or the 

francophone writers of the Maghreb, have been experiencing in 

their contact with the dominant language. If the Turkish 

writer faces the challenge of appropriation by the dominant 

culture in Germany and if the francophone writer from the 

Maghreb faces the danger of domestication or neutralization 

in France, the Middle Eastern writer writing in English is 

placed right on the margin in North America. However, 

despite the fact that this literature is given little or no 

attention outside academic circles like the Middle Eastern 

Studies departments or the Middle Eastern Studies Association 

conferences, or the School of Oriental and African Studies in 

England, Middle Eastern writers continue to call for more 

recognition by writing in English. 

In his preface to Cry for My Revolution, Iran, Manoucher 

Parvin makes a direct statement in which he justifies the 

linguistic gesture that he makes toward his English speaking 

audience: 
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This book could have been written in Persian, the 
author's mother tongue. But it is not, because, 
among other motives, the author wished to show the 
ordinary American citizen how his taxes and 
unquestioning support of u.s. foreign policy can 
inflict devastating damage on victims whom he will 
never know. And to show the living victims who 
the responsible overseas culprits are, and how 
the u.s. citizens manage to tolerate injustice by 
distancing themselves from the victims of their 
government. (vi) 

Parvin makes a political statement by choosing to address 

directly an English speaking audience in the u.s. in order to 

urge the American reading public to question the foreign 

policy their government follows. Parvin also addresses 

readers from the Third World to create a kind of political 

awareness by pointing out to them who is really responsible 

for the political and economic problems that they suffer 

from. In effect, the necessary choice of English, commonly 

known in Third World countries as an international language 

associated with power and hegemony, amounts to an awareness 

that the mother tongue, though as rich and complex as English 

may be, is not a suitable enough strategy to use to achieve 

this particular kind of purpose. 

In a similar fashion, in Hala Deeb Jabbour's A Woman of 

Nazareth the main character expresses her anger at the 

absurdity of the political game in the East as well as in the 

West saying: "How unfair! How absurd and frustrating! Maybe 

that's why I have this tremendous urge to get out of here 

(52)." Through her character Amal, Jabbour clearly aims her 
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narrative at a larger audience: "I want to tell the world 

what is going on. Open their eyes!" [emphasis mine] (52). 

Amira is quite aware of the idealist tone in her friend 

Amal's passionate desire to speak to the world, but she also 

understands that in spite of the fact that very little can be 

achieved from this enterprise at the moment, one can still 

try to address the world community. 

For his part, by juxtaposing Persian with English, 

Modarressi addresses his work to an Iranian and an English 

speaking audience as well, and consequently, he achieves a 

kind of translation/transformation of cultural identity. In 

"Writing with an Accent," a talk he gave at the Middle 

Eastern Studies Association conference in Toronto in 1989, 

Modarressi explains the condition of exile in America, 

describing immigrants as "cultural refugees" who leave 

because "they feel like outsiders" in their homeland. 

Modarressi offers a profound insight into the nature of the 

immigrants' identity: 

Perhaps it is their personal language that can 
build a bridge between what is familiar and what is 
strange. They may find it possible to generate new 
and revealing paradoxes. Here we have our 
juxtapositions and our transformations--the side 
by side in a perpetual metamorphosis of one into 
the other. It is like the Hunchback of Notre Dame 
trying to be Prince Charming for strangers. (3) 

Significantly, the compelling questions which confront 

us when we look closely at these texts are about the position 
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of authority from which Parvin, Jabbour, Hassan, and 

Modarressi, and respectively their characters speak. One 

cannot help wondering: Who is speaking? How do these 

writers and their characters get the authority to speak in a 

language that is not theirs? The academic status of the 

writers may help us suggest answers to these questions. 

Manoucher Parvin is a professor of economics at the 

University of Akron in Ohio. He held a teaching position at 

Columbia University and the City University of New York 

previously. In addition to his job, Parvin is known as a 

human rights activist who has written numerous essays in 

social sciences. Hala Deeb Jabbour is a freelance writer who 

lives in the U.s. A Woman of Nazareth is her first novel. 

Taghi Modarressi is a faculty member in the Department of 

Psychiatry at the School of Medicine at the University of 

Maryland and he is also an active MESA member. Marwan Hassan 

is a writer living in Canada and is the author of another 

piece, The Memory Garden of Miguel Carranza, published in 

Toronto in 1991. Clearly, here we have four intellectuals 

living in exile in North America, and their stay in the West 

gives them the chance and ultimately puts on them the 

responsibility to speak about their condition of exile. It 

would be interesting to see how, in this context, the 

production of this type of writing is controlled, selected, 

organized, and redistributed. It would equally be important 
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to see how the role of writing in a foreign language is to 

avoid the powers and risks that it may encounter. The stakes 

here are higher because we are presented with writing as a 

systematic conversion/translation into written words of the 

power relations between the dominant culture and the writer 

in exile. 

Looking at the prohibitions surrounding the production 

of discourse, Michel Foucault offers an insightful conception 

regarding the relationship between language and power which, 

in my view, seems relevant in this context. Foucault 

properly reminds us that discourse discloses an intimate bond 

between desire and power. This should not be surprising, 

because as Foucault explains, psychoanalysis has demonstrated 

that speech is not "merely the medium which manifests--or 

dissembles--desire" (216). Foucault insists that speech is 

also "the object of desire" (216). For Foucault, discourse 

"is no mere verbalization of conflicts and systems of 

domination, but that it is the very object of man's 

conflicts" (216). In this connection, given the fact that 

language is the object of conflict in the social and 

political arena, the obvious question that calls for 

attention here is about the type of reality that the four 

works sketch for us. 
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Manoucher Parvin's Cry for Mv Revolution, Iran 

In Cry for My Revolution, Iran, Parvin depicts a series 

of historical events involving both the U.S. and Iran. Ali, 

a young Iranian student in the U.S., meets pirooz, another 

Iranian who teaches political science in an American 

university. The two characters seize the moment to express 

an insurrectionary temper in a relatively free country. They 

talk about the political situation in Iran and denounce the 

American intervention in Iran's political affairs as well as 

in other Third World countries. Ali decides that capitalism 

and the CIA are going to be his sworn enemies and that he is 

going to fight them within the academic sphere. Later, he 

goes back to Iran to join the revolution against the Shah 

regime. 

In spite of the fact that he is somehow domesticated and 

Americanized, Pirooz fights his war against the political 

corruption which devours the capitalist system in the U.S. 

and in Europe. The academic institution is the battleground 

for this war. Thinking about his unwritten book, pirooz 

begins his apologia with these words: 

My destiny is to profess at all costs, no matter 
what, when or how. With some patience, you, dear 
reader, will learn that professing was never just a 
job, but my true calling. For this belief I am in 
a minority and thus in trouble. I am a problem for 
the world and the world is a problem for me. (4) 
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In this apologia, Professor Pirooz accuses the West, whose 

foreign policy is marked by greed for Iranian oil. 

"Oil is the original culprit. Remember!" Pirooz says to 

himself (3). pirooz also assumes a didactic function in the 

sense that he announces his intention to educate his audience 

by tracing the conflict over oil back to the time when 

Minister Mossadegh decided to nationalize the Anglo-Iranian 

Oil Company in the 1950s. Minister Mossadegh's decision 

provoked a British and Americans retaliation with an 

international boycott of Iran's oil. Both Britain and 

America claimed that nationalized oil was stolen property. 

This reaction resulted in a military coup in Iran, staged by 

the Western superpowers, and the constitutional government 

was crushed and Mossadegh was put in jail. The military coup 

killed Pirooz's beliefs in the efficacy of non-violent 

political action (4). pirooz resumes his accusation of the 

West, saying that for him, imperialism is intimately 

associated with violence (4). He remembers August 19, 1953 

with much pain: 

The whole country was taken hostage, and the sweat 
and blood of Iranian oil workers began to flow 
into the ever thirstier gullets of bigger and 
bigger cars that streaked the highways of the 
Western world. Consumers saw the dollars and 
gallons ringing up at the gas pumps, but nothing 
else. (4) 

Pirooz launches a fierce attack against imperialism and 

the U.S., but he also admits that he has become domesticated 
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by the American cultural context, which gives his position a 

sense of dramatic irony here. Reflecting on the thousands of 

miles, the many years, and a lifetime commitment to his job 

which separate him from his home country, Pirooz experiences 

a deep feeling of bitterness: "I became Americanized, lost my 

courage, but kept my foolishness" (5). However, Professor 

Pirooz still cherishes the cultural heritage that he brought 

with him when he came to America. The musical notes coming 

from a Persian tar caress his eardrum and allow him to 

restore a sense of peace and harmony in his own cultural nest 

(6). In fact, pirooz constantly reminds himself of his 

roots: "I am from an old country, with all the afflictions 

and confusions of old folks trying to be born again" (3). 

The tension that Pirooz articulates with the American 

power structure resonates with cultural and political 

overtones and serves to create a space for action between him 

and the u.s. Throughout the novel, pirooz expresses his own 

views on any American political action, whether that action 

takes place locally or globally. pirooz actually imprints 

his own text as he reads the newspaper headlines, or watches 

the news on television: 

People alive yesterday were dead today in Vietnam. 
A few with names, faces, homes and families were 
Americans. Their pictures would flash on his TV. 
The rest had no name, no face; they were yellow and 
dispossessed, all of them identified by a single 
number--today the body count was 235--and the TV 
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would show their corpses face down. Those with 
names dropped bombs on those who were numbers. (6) 

pirooz takes the American reality and modifies it by shaping 

it around his own political views. 

It is worth pointing out that the arena in which pirooz 

engages in his struggle against the u.s. foreign policy is 

the university campus. Addressing a group of students in a 

lecture titled "One history in two prisons," Pirooz condemns 

the exploitation of Third World countries by u.s. 

multinational companies and he virtually holds the u.s. 

responsible for all forms of oppression which plague the 

Third World: "The u.s. is trying to keep progress and even 

the history of many countries in a big prison called the Free 

world" (201). The tone that Pirooz adopts in his lectures is 

charged with anger and denunciation of European colonial 

powers and the u.s. because of their political and economic 

domination of the Third world. 

I would argue that Cry for My Revolution, Iran is a 

post-colonial text because Manoucher Parvin's characters, 

particularly Pirooz and Ali, take a political responsibility 

to speak for the wretched of the earth, that is, the Third 

World countries. Ali launches his attacks against 

imperialism and the u.s. in particular; Pirooz sympathizes 

with him and with all the activists on campus. Parvin 

composes a nice combination here of two world views: that of 
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an energetic young student fresh from Iran and whose 

imagination is tumultuously fired by revolutionary ideas and 

that of a shrewd professor tamed by exile and who prudently 

and temperately voices his opinions on hot political issues. 

Parvin also orchestrates an interesting sense of 

polyphony by allowing for point of view from the side of his 

American characters. For example, Eric, one of Pirooz's 

American students, notices that his Iranian professor has 

joined some protesters staging a demonstration on campus: 

Eric did not know what to think of Pirooz, who 
sounded sympathetic to socialism while enjoying the 
fruits of capitalism. To Eric, pirooz seemed like 
a troublemaker, who actually caused no trouble. 
(15) 

For Eric, Pirooz is imaginative, witty, and popular, but like 

other idealists, he refuses to see the world the way it is. 

Sarah also has her own point of view about the two Iranians. 

She speaks highly of Pirooz and Ali from whom she has 

realized that she can learn new dimensions of thinking about 

her country and the rest of the world. For her, the two 

Iranians are like windows to a different world: 

Ali was a bright pane through which one could see a 
new light and pirooz a stained glass diffusing the 
light to many colors. (70) 

Sarah considers that both Ali and pirooz have induced her to 

question her own comfortable values and beliefs. She also 

believes that the inability of Ali and Pirooz to rebel 

against brutality and injustice has produced in them sullen 
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anger coupled with despair. Both characters experience a 

kind of identification with the powerless, even with the 

dead. Clearly, Parvin sustains a nice effort to keep a kind 

of balance between the American point of view and the Iranian 

point of view throughout this novel. Back home in Iran, Ali 

shares his point of view with his family: 

I went to America to learn . but I am 
disappointed. I certainly learned that their 
way does not bring out the best in man, but at 
times even brings out the worst. (130) 

For Ali, profit and self-promotion seem to be at the core of 

all actions in the u.s. To his parents he describes America 

as "a giant roaming the planet in search of loot" and that it 

is not worthy of imitation (130). Parvin extends point of 

view even to those who have not visited the u.s. Ali's 

brother, Hussain, takes the chance to speak and to express a 

typically fundamentalist Muslim view that rejects both the 

capitalist ideology of the West and the Marxist ideology of 

the East: 

I won't be Westoxicated by the technology or 
ideology of the West, and I won't be Eastoxicated 
by Ali's Marxism and science. (134) 

In addition to denunciation and point of view, Cry for 

My Revolution, Iran also articulates moments of displacement 

and alienation. In a letter addressed to Dr. pirooz, Ali 

reminds his professor friend of their uprootedness in the 

u. S. : 
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While not yet Westernized, we have lost touch with 
the East. Up to now I don't feel a right-winger or 
a left-winger, but just a side-winger. (149) 

Through his Iranian characters who cannot fit in the American 

culture, and yet they have lost touch with their own culture, 

Parvin quite eloquently translates a sense of marginalization 

and emptiness in the minds of those who live in exile. 

Pirooz feels isolated and abandoned in a cultural vacuum: 

"I'm neither dead nor alive, not behind bars, yet not free" 

(149). Interestingly enough, Parvin comes to the rescue, 

though momentarily, of his two major Iranian male characters 

by introducing women friends in their lives. Helena renders 

Pirooz's life somewhat meaningful and worth living, but the 

moment of bliss is followed by a saddening experience of 

loss: 

I wish Helena were here to drag me out of my 
loneliness and excite me with her own excitement. 
I miss her boldness and need her inspiration. (194) 

Ali finds a good friend and lover in Sarah, who helps him 

perpetuate his ideological cause by carrying his child. But 

in turn Ali loses Sarah. Clearly, the action in the novel is 

punctuated by severe moments of loss. And here loss takes on 

many forms: loss of the political cause, loss of the culture, 

and finally loss of the lover/other. Both pirooz and Ali 

lose touch with reality through their loss of their women 

friends. However, the traces of the political cause, or the 

culture, or the lover/other are oftentimes engraved in 
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memory. In other words, the political cause, the culture, 

and the lover/other are still contained in the self in spite 

of their absence. 
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Hala Deeb Jabbour's A Woman of Nazareth 

Like Manoucher Parvin's Cry for My Revolution, Iran, 

Hala Deed Jabbour's novel A Woman of Nazareth (1989) 

integrates the historical background right from the beginning 

in order to stage the political and cultural conflict between 

East and West. Indeed, Jabbour's novel is in part the saga 

of her Arab Muslim family which was displaced from the 

village of Nazareth to a refugee camp in South Lebanon. The 

history of the Palestinian people extends from the end of the 

British rule to the Israeli occupation of Palestine in 1948 

and of the West Bank and Gaza Strip in the wake of the 1987 

War: 

As the British mandate over Palestine was 
coming to an end, almost three years after World 
War II had ended, the landscape around Amal was 
changing daily, growing bitter, fearful, violent 
and insecure. What happened in Europe had its toll 
on Amal's world. (29) 

By bringing history into her narrative, Hala Deeb Jabbour 

articulates the roots of the political tension between East 

and West. Later Amal is caught up in this tension that comes 

as a result of her alienation and uprootedness from the land, 

for which the Palestinian people have been fighting a long 

war. By marrying a Saudi prince in Beirut, Amal succumbs to 

the lure of comfort and easy life outside the Palestinian 

camp only to discover the drama of her choice. This 

rebellious consciousness is what characterizes her 
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relationship with her friends and her husband. To her 

husband's endearments, who likes to tease her by calling her 

"rebel," she gives a disturbing response: 

You may not understand why Palestinians are rebels. 
Don't you see? Our country has been stolen away 
from us. What else can we be? And, anyway, I am 
not only a rebel where my politics are concerned--I 
am--" (98) 

In addition to this political dimension in Amal's 

consciousness, there is another important angle to her 

position in the novel, namely that she is a woman. From the 

parts of the family saga, the story of Amal emerges to give 

the novel a feminist slant. Thus the author's language has a 

twofold function. Not only does Amal speak for the 

Palestinian people, but she also distinguishes herself from 

the male dominant discourse by trying to subvert it. In 

fact, Amal exposes a rigidly gendered social structure that 

disempowers women. Therefore, Amal is not just the 

Palestinian refugee dispossessed and displaced by the 

colonizer, she is also a woman subjected to the oppressive 

power of a male dominant society. 

As a Palestinian child, Amal experienced the suffering 

of uprootedness when her people were forced to leave their 

small village in Nazareth and moved to a refugee camp in 

South Lebanon in 1948. The young Amal could not help 

wondering: 

Why was it called a camp? Why were they in a tent? 



Where were the fields and the cows? Where had 
Nazareth gone? (30) 

As a young woman in the camp, Arnal experienced yet another 

271 

form of oppression, that of the male domination at horne. She 

witnessed her father exercising his power over her mother and 

her elder sisters and also how that legacy of male domination 

was handed over to her brother Munir. To this, Arnal 

responded with a total rejection of the fate normally in 

store for Arab women. The first moment of rebellion in her 

life is articulated by her departure from the camp. She 

managed to find a job and started learning English. However, 

the ties with the family which were severed as a result of 

her departure from the camp are eventually restored in a 

dramatic meeting with her mother and sisters in the camp. 

For us, Arnal's choice quite significantly translates her need 

to become independent and also her desire to corne out and 

speak to the world community. 

In Beirut Arnal wages a raging war on both sides: first, 

against the Israeli occupation of Palestinian land, and 

second, against a tradition that gives more power to men 

through which they oppress women. In a passionate exchange 

of words with her friend Arnira, who reminds her of certain 

constraints from which women cannot break away, Arnal does not 

fail to expose the absurdity of male power over women. "Is 

chastity an Arab tradition? Is honor represented in a 
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woman's sexual organs?" she asks (51). These are simple, but 

disturbing questions. Thus, whenever Amal has a chance to 

speak, she actually denounces the power structure in a male 

dominant society which treats women as second class persons. 

She attacks the institution of marriage and more particularly 

polygamy and the ease by which men can divorce their wives. 

Amal notably experiences an internal conflict in which 

politics and gender are molded together to give us a complex 

picture of a woman who does not belong anywhere, a woman who 

is constantly involved in an arduous search for identity. 

She tells her friend Firyal: 

The Amal you know, your dear friend, is not really 
me. She has been manufactured and molded into what 
I am now .. I am in reality still the refugee. 
I am a facade behind which lies a sacred and guilty 
soul . . . . Where is my home? Is it here with 
you? Is it with Amira in Beirut? Is it in 
Tal-al-Zaatar? On a plane? Where are my roots 
dangling? (75) 

Significantly, A Woman of Nazareth is a story about 

uprootedness, oppression, and exile. It is the story of 

thousands of people driven out of their land. But more 

importantly, the narrative discloses another story about a 

woman drifting from one reality to another. Thus the 

historical and political circumstances, together with the 

fact that she is a woman, are the material conditions that 

inevitably constitute this rebellious consciousness in Amal. 

Throughout the novel, Hala Deeb Jabbour takes us on a 
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difficult journey in which we witness with her major 

character the plight of the Palestinian people in the refugee 

camps, the Camp David Agreement, the massacres at Sabra and 

Chatilla, the flight of thousands of refugees to Tunisia and 

many other sorrows to come. 
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Taghi Modarressi's The Pilgrim's Rules of Etiquette 

In The Pilgrim's Rules of Etiquette, Taghi Modarressi 

highlights the impact of the attraction of America on his 

characters' imagination. In fact, Modarressi presents the 

u.s. as a magnet for ideas, dreams, and bodies. Khosro is in 

the U.S., Hadi Besharat lives in the past memories of his 

stay abroad, especially in the U.S., and Farangu is about to 

leave. The scene at the airport is quite significant because 

it shows everybody on the move. Everybody wants to get out 

and join friends and relatives somewhere in Europe or 

America. 

On one occasion, Hadi Besharat and Farangu are talking 

about their son Khosro who is having some financial problems 

in America. Professor Besharat retires to his study, feeling 

somewhat hurt and angry. As he is climbing the stairs to his 

study, memories from the past rush to his mind: 

He thought of the streets in Whitehurst College 
... Oh, Whitehurst College! In 1969 Hadi 
Besharat had walked with Professor Humphrey along 
St. Peter Street and now everything that had 
happened there appeared before him, unbelievably 
interesting, almost miraculous. (116-117) 

Hadi Besharat dwells in the past, treasuring every detail, 

every gesture, and every word that was exchanged. He 

confesses that: 

In America he'd become conscious for the first time 
of that Eastern feeling, the sense of the 
instability of the universe and the transience of 



275 

every moment and the eternal power of fate. 
Reality had pierced his heart like a spoke. (117) 

The pull of American does not spare anyone. It gets 

everybody, men and women, young and old, and turns them into 

characters who translate a marginalized modern consciousness 

since they show a sensibility that is obsessed with traveling 

abroad. The tug was so powerful on Mr. Bayat that he did not 

even consider the warnings from his relatives. Despite his 

old age, Mr. Bayat felt that he had to go and start a new 

life in the U.S., but after six months in America, he 

returned "with his arms longer than his legs" (123). 

Modarressi describes his character as a person who has been 

severely affected by his stay in the u.s.: "How thin he 

looked. He had lost at least ten kilograms, his hands 

trembling and his speech slurred and saliva dripping from his 

mouth" (123). The message that Mr. Bayat brought with him is 

that "an old-timer cannot forget his country so easily. In a 

foreign country, even sweet water could not pass down his 

throat. He had to return" (123). 

Nili, a playful character in the novel and a faithful, 

though somewhat cumbersome companion to Hadi Besharat, is 

caught in this powerful attraction toward America. Whenever 

she tries to distract Hadi Besharat, who has agreed to teach 

her English, by talking about other trivial matters such as 

her diet or Mehrdad's face on the wall, Hadi Besharat 
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reprimands her: "Miss, you just keep after your goals, learn 

your English, and go to America" (149). 

On another occasion, Mrs. Razi comes to pay a visit to 

her friend Farangu. When Farangu tells her to watch her 

step, Mrs. Razi replies: 

I am careful. Thank you very much for your 
kindness. Certainly Khosro-jon will enjoy those 
clothes. Death keep away from his life, he and 
that poor boy had the same taste. God willing, 
maybe it's our lot that we'll go to America all 
together. (153) 

In this novel, the characters seem to be so disconnected from 

each other and from the world around them, and ironically, 

the only thing that really brings them together is this 

strong desire to leave the country. When Farangu decides to 

leave Besharat in order to join her son Khosro in America, 

Hadi Besharat runs after her and tries to persuade her to 

stay, but without much success. He closes the door and 

climbs the stairs to his study and as soon as he gets inside 

his study, memories of the past invade his mind. He thinks 

of Mrs. Helen Chadwick, whom he met in Westminster Abbey, and 

recalls the conversation he had with her, the walk to her 

apartment, the drink, the music, and every single detail 

during that encounter (157-161). For Hadi Besharat, there is 

no escape from the past: 

This indulgence in the thoughts of the past was a 
kind of mental illness--a compulsion, like reading 
tombstones, or ref~sing to clip one's fingernails, 
or avoiding the sight of a hanged man. (167) 
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When Hadi Besharat goes to inquire about his wife at Mr. 

Bayat's house, he finds out that Mr. Bayat's wife has also 

gone to America: "My wife has gone to America and left me 

here by myself. She didn't even wait two weeks for my 

condition to improve before she went" (177). Hadi Besharat 

recalls his flight back to his home country. As he was about 

to board the plane at New York airport, his friend Professor 

Humphrey said to him: "You're not returning to Iran just to 

see your homeland. You're going back for a person who 

doesn't exist anymore" (220). This is a fascinating insight 

into the nature of homecoming and the disconnectedness from 

the past. We think we go back home to meet ourselves, but 

that self is not there anymore. 

Modarressi presents his characters as people who are 

pushed out of Iran without being aware of it. Hadi Besharat 

goes to see his friends off at the airport, but he has a 

strange experience there: 

Suddenly he felt himself pushed forward. The 
pressure of the crowd propelled him toward the exit 
gate for passengers traveling abroad. But he put 
up no resistance. Instead he took off his beret 
and waived to the others . . . . He was always 
ready to travel without even being aware of it. 
(232) 

At some point, Hadi Besharat thinks he is going to Frankfurt. 

When a passenger asks him if he has someone to help him or if 

he is traveling alone, Besharat replies: "I always travel 
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alone" (233). Modarressi emphasizes the theme of loneliness 

and travel to a foreign land. In this sense, The Pilgrim's 

Rules of Etiquette is a novel about exile, loneliness, and 

disconnectedness. 

When Nili finally succeeds to get hold of Hadi Besharat 

and tries to drag him out of the airport, he says: "I don't 

want to go horne" (235). When he sees that his friends are 

sad because some of them are about to leave the country, Hadi 

Besharat cannot understand why everyone is so upset. For him 

separation is not a bad thing; it deepens people's souls 

(235) . 

Hadi Besharat recalls a fascinating moment when he was 

still young. For the first time, he experienced a powerful 

moment of breaking away from horne during a trip to Ghum for 

the New Year's celebration with his parents. When the young 

Besharat and his parents arrived at the station, the train 

was already moving. Besharat ran forward and with one leap 

he landed on the steps of a car. When he turned around, his 

parents were still on the platform. He saw his father 

waiving and his mother surprised with boxes of candies and 

cookies hanging from her hand. Hadi Besharat's mind retained 

the movement of the train, the faces which grew smaller by 

the second. For him, that scene was for ever fixed against 

the backdrop of the night. The distance which was getting 

wider and wider had transformed his parents into a sort 
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spatio-temporal stillness, "a painting . . . that could be 

admired on a museum wall" (236). For Hadi Besharat, that 

event was "lifted from the realm of ordinary life, and for 

that reason it couldn't be forgotten" (236). However, he 

didn't feel a trace of sadness or homesickness because he saw 

that "every moment could become an eternity, transforming 

every face into shadows of mythical events and historical 

heroes" (236). 

In The Pilgrim's Rules of Etiquette, the narrative is 

caught at the juncture of a current and undercurrent of views 

from the part of the author and the characters as well. On 

the one hand, we see the author make a journey back to the 

homeland when he portrays Iranian characters in an Iranian 

setting. The author seeks to grasp a reality that only 

Iranian characters possess. It seems as if the author is 

trying to reclaim a reality through his Iranian characters. 

But on the other hand, we see that the characters are getting 

ready to leave home, the homeland upon which that reality 

inscribes itself. We witness an exodus about to take place 

with most characters trying to leave Iran and go to America. 

What connects these two--the author and the characters--is 

the act of writing itself. In this way, writers in exile 

often find themselves obliged to face the juncture between 

the current that pulls toward the past and the undercurrent 

that tugs toward the present, the tension between the real 
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and the imaginary, the homeland and the foreign land in the 

text itself. 

I should emphasize that the events and the characters in 

this novel are placed against a background of a bloody war 

almost too large to encompass. The front, death, loneliness, 

the dislocation of the family come to add a note of 

hopelessness to a tragic human condition that this text in 

exile tries to capture. The world that Modarressi's 

characters inhabit is bankrupt, whether one is doing business 

as in the case of Khosro in the U.S., or trying to seek 

comfort in the land of opportunity as in the case of Farangu 

and Mr. Bayat. But these characters also steadfastly cling 

to a few shreds of hope and meaning in a totally absurd 

situation. 
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Marwan Hassan's The Confusion of Stones 

In The Confusion of Stones, a work published in Ontario 

by Comorant Books in 1989, Marwan Hassan depicts the theme of 

exile of Middle Eastern characters in Canada. The first 

novella, titled The Confusion of Stones, begins with a night 

shift during which the main character's job is to clean an 

entire hotel by two-thirty in the morning. The janitor is 

surrounded by an oppressive atmosphere of sterility in a dark 

closed space. However, he manages to escape this suffocating 

atmosphere by dreaming of distant familiar spaces in his 

homeland. Thus climbing the stairs in a dark hotel in a 

strange Canadian town, the janitor finds himself ascending 

"the double stairs in the hotel in Horns," or "the marble 

flight in the hotel off Marj Square in Damascus," or "the 

stone steps leading up to the communal fountain in his native 

village in the southern Latani valley," or "the series to the 

restaurants in Zahle where the waters flow down the rocky 

cliffs," and "the steps winding up from the souk to the road 

where the sheep and goats graze on the domes in Aleppo" (8). 

This departure back to the homeland is accompanied with a 

feeling of vertigo for the janitor because he finds himself 

immediately confronted with another level of memory. In the 

washroom, while he is washing his face and hands, the janitor 

is reminded once again of a frightening experience he had in 

his homeland. He stares at a scar across the back and palm 
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of his right hand which looks pale and delicate. The 

janitor's features are described as "irregular but distinct" 

and show a faint scar running diagonally from below the left 

nostril to the edge of the upper lip. There is also a pale 

scar that mars the right eyebrow (8). 

In brief, we are presented with a character whose body 

bears testimony to a bloody Arab-Israeli war. The mutilated 

body becomes a text that the technology of modern warfare 

inserts in the novella. In the janitorial closet, we witness 

a flashback which is going to take a whole chunk of the 

novella. The character takes us back to South Lebanon to 

share with us the story of his mutilated hand. In effect, 

the hand bears a powerful trace of memory and acts as a link 

in a chain of events between the past and the present. We 

see Falah lying on the ground watching the bomb shells being 

dropped on his village by Israeli Phantom war planes. He is 

hurled to the ground on his face by the blast of a bomb and 

he tries to reach for a rock with his right hand, but the 

hand is severed from his arm by the impact of the blast. 

Through his main character's eyes, Marwan Hassan records in 

great detail the chaos and confusion caused by the surprise 

military attack that the Israeli army and Major Haddad's 

forces have launched on a Palestinian village. And here 

Falah is presented to us as both victim and witness whose 
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testimony must be taken seriously. Falah's journey to his 

horne is long and painful. 

The farm laborer, holding his amputated hand in his 

scarf, walks through the devastation and carnage inflicted 

upon the inhabitants of the village: 

Major Haddad's forces, backed by the Israelis, had 
occupied his village. Many of the peasants were 
dead, those who had survived were either injured or 
destitute, scattered about the Beka'a countryside 
or trapped in the bombed slums of the northern 
cities seeking aid from relatives in Lebanon or 
abroad. (18) 

Falah wakes up in a hospital room where he is told that 

doctors have managed to save his hand. Later he learns that 

his family is killed in the bombing and that his house is 

destroyed and the whole village is wiped out. The long and 

tedious journey into exile begins for Falah. It begins with 

a moment of loss, loss of the ability to use his hand, loss 

of his family, of his house, of his friends and relatives, of 

his village. There is no return back horne because there is 

no horne left: "Azlam thought to return to B***** for it was 

all the life he had known but this was an impossibility" 

(18) . 

Marwan Hassan introduces Falah's uncle in order to 

engage into an elaborate representation of the condition of 

exile in Canada. Falah's uncle lives in Canada and he helps 

his nephew emigrate. But before he takes his main character 

to Canada, Marwan Hassan pauses for a moment to expose a 
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corrupt administrative system in Lebanon, by showing that it 

is almost impossible for people to obtain a government 

document to apply for a visa unless they give bribes to 

government officials. The interview with the official at the 

Canadian embassy gives a clear picture about the type of 

ordeal and humiliation emigrants go through. 

While Falah is waiting for his application to be 

processed, he gets a job, picking fruit and olives in some 

villages in southern Lebanon. After the fruit-picking season 

is over, Falah finds a job as a porter in a hotel in the city 

of Aley. What seems to preoccupy Falah's mind at this stage 

more than anything else, despite his uncle's financial 

support to get him emigrate to Canada, is his unconditional 

love for the land. When his uncle's friend Hytham tries to 

educate him about life in Canada and the prejudice he may 

face there because of the war between the Palestinians and 

Israel, Falah replies: "I hate the war. I want my land back. 

That's all" (31). And here Marwan Hassan articulates a 

powerful theme of loss that accompanies displacement in this 

novella. Falah feels depressed by the loss of his family, 

his village, and his land. For him life was more and more 

opaque in Beirut. He walks us "amid the sniping of the green 

line," "the bombing by the Israelis," "the occupation of the 

Syrian army," and "the squalor of the refugee slums against a 

background of machines blaring Western music, pinball 
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arcades, fast cars" (33). Falah makes a desperate effort to 

regain his sense of belonging in Lebanon, but he is 

constantly reminded that the only way he can get anything 

done is by waging war against the enemy: "Do you want your 

land back? Fight. If you don't want to live under fascists, 

fight" (33). Falah tries to seek refuge in a mosque from the 

war and the feelings of despair and anxiety which corne with 

it, but only to realize to his dismay that he has lost his 

faith in God. 

Marwan Hassan stages a dramatic meeting in Toronto 

between Falah and his uncle Yusuf, who looks a dour man in 

gray clothing, in order to introduce his theme of 

displacement in exile. Falah immediately experiences this 

sense of displacement in Canada and his reaction to such a 

tense encounter with this new environment is to retreat 

inwards. There is a social and psychological sense of 

alienation which the writer makes more profound by adding a 

new dimension to it: at work, Uncle Yusuf has a nickname, 

Joe, that serves for identification in the host cultural and 

linguistic community. 

When Falah gets a job as a janitor, he too is given a 

uniform and a Christian name. What Marwan articulates here 

is a twofold process of displacement: first, a systematic 

effacement of the first name of a Muslim Arabic person in 

exile. Second, an arbitrary affixation of a Christian name 
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for the janitor to go by, as his original first name is now 

rendered obsolete. The following excerpt shows the absurdity 

and the ease by which the name change takes place: 

"What's the kid's name again?" 
"Falah. " 
"Yeah. Well the uniform says Nick. I can get another badge 
made up but he'll have to pay for it and sew it on. I 
suppose Nick is okay for the time being . .. Anyway, Nick 
is shorter and easier to say than AF ... AF .... What'd 
you say his name was again?" 
"Falah. " 
"Oh yeah. Well, he won't mind if I call him Nick. I can't 
say the other name anyway. NobodY'l1 know how to say it. 
Ask him if Nick is okay?" 
Falah's response is "I don't care." (38) 

Uncle Yusuf tries to hide a sentiment of obscure defeat after 

that name change operation. He invites his nephew to stand 

together with him in defiance of the various challenges posed 

by the new environment: "Between you and me, it'll always be 

Falah and Aumi Yusuf and that's all that matters. Let them 

call us Tom or Joe or Nick .... At least we're together 

and alive" (39). 

There is a general sentiment of purposelessness and 

disappointment in The Confusion of Stones originating in the 

tension between the characters and the circumstances to which 

they have to adapt. Uncle Yusuf has two jobs and on Sundays 

he gets drunk and visits prostitutes. He does not have a 

home, or a family and there is not much really that he can 

do. Falah withdraws from the outside world more so because 

of the linguistic and social barriers which he cannot 
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overcome. Here we are presented with a profound theme of 

uprootedness and total marginalization in the culture of the 

host country. This incongruity seems to get deeper between 

the uncle and his nephew, for there is nothing that brings 

them together, except for the fact that both are in a sterile 

condition of exile. Also neither of them can relate to the 

Canadian environment. The snow, the language, the social 

life, their jobs make the two characters drift apart and if 

there is any relationship left between the two, it 

disintegrates completely by Uncle Yusuf's death. 

However, in the face of this grim condition of 

displacement and exile, Marwan Hassan closes his first 

novella with a note of hope. Falah's neighbor gives him a 

bunch of daffodils and Falah gets into buying flowers. 

Curiously, all the flowers except one wither away and die and 

Falah gets half facetiously engaged in this game of death and 

life. There is a flower that continues to live and for the 

writer as well as for the character, that is a strong 

symbolic assertion of life and hope for better times. In 

this context, the flowers remind us of the uniqueness of the 

condition of exile and of the play of death and life. The 

death of the uncle only affirms the astonishing survival of 

the nephew. 

The structure of the novella is profoundly symbolic of 

this circular movement of death and life, despair and hope, 
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night and day and it is also intensely consistent with the 

mood and fate of the main character. The novella begins with 

the janitor just about to start his work late in the evening 

and it closes with Falah just about to finish his night 

shift. As soon as Falah returns to his room, he checks on 

his daffodils to live in constant amazement about the play of 

life and death in his new bunch of flowers. 

Marwan Hassan's second novella, Intelligence, begins 

with the sounds of bombs falling on the southern part of 

Lebanon. Abourezk, a twenty-nine-year-old Arab Canadian and 

a neurophysiologist, comes to his parents' homeland for a 

visit. Here we have a typical child of exiles who hopes to 

return to his ancestral roots. Abourezk goes to Lebanon to 

reclaim some kind of identity, but that sense is destroyed by 

the pressure put upon him by a ruthless intelligence network. 

This clearly shows in the author's extreme caution not to 

give away the names of the places Abourezk visits for fear of 

betraying his character, which essentially creates a kind of 

bond between the writer and his character. Once in Lebanon, 

Abourezk is closely followed by two secret agents and this 

sets a mood of terror and fear throughout the novella. 

Intelligence is a novella about surveillance and the 

fear that it ultimately instills in the minds of the 

characters. Nothing really happens in the novella, except 

for this Kafka mood that haunts Abourezk, who is trying to 
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get back to the city in order to catch a plane back to 

Canada. This journey is fraught with emptiness, 

surveillance, and the sounds of war in the south of the 

country. Abourezk falls in the grips of the same kind of 

fear in Canada. The two men sitting in front of him on the 

plane turn out to be agents and the novella abruptly ends 

with a note of confusion. Abourezk is taken away by the two 

agents who are going to inspect his bag. 

Marwan Hassan also touches upon the theme of land in 

this novella. Abourezk flies to Lebanon to see the land 

where his parents came from. The land is torn apart with 

corruption, war, and surveillance of the people by the secret 

service. There is a moment when Abourezk is by himself, when 

he escapes for a short while the oppression and communes with 

the land, but still that is only a short lived evasion. 

Also the novella addresses the theme of search for an 

identity. Abourezk is the child of Arab immigrants. He is 

born in Canada. He goes back to Lebanon to visit his 

parents' homeland. The agents deliberately think he is 

American. There is loss of touch with the homeland. 

Abourezk is hunted by the agents and obviously there is no 

welcome in Lebanon for him. 

Essentially, Cry for My Revolution, Iran, A Woman of 

Nazareth, The Pilgrim's Rules of Etiquette, and The Confusion 

of Stones are works which articulate the notion of loss of 
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the homeland. However, what actually takes place is the 

creation of what Rushdie calls "imaginary homelands." 

Rushdie describes the situation of writing in exile in the 

following terms: 

It may be that writers in my position, exiles or 
emigrants or expatriates, are haunted by some sense 
of loss, some urge to reclaim, to look back, even 
at the risk of being mutated into pillars of salt. 
But if we do look back, we must also do so in the 
knowledge--which gives rise to profound 
uncertainties--that our physical alienation from 
India almost inevitably means that we will not 
be capable of reclaiming precisely the thing that 
was lost; that we will, in short, create fictions, 
not actual cities or villages, but invisible ones, 
imaginary homelands, Indias of the mind. (10) 

Elsewhere in this essay, Rushdie acknowledges the fact that: 

"the past is a country from which we have all emigrated, that 

its loss is part of our common humanity" (12). However, 

Rushdie suggests that "the writer who is out-of-country and 

even out-of-language may experience this loss in an 

intensified form" (12). Rushdie continues to explain that 

this is made more concrete for the writer in exile by the 

physical fact of discontinuity, of his/her present being in a 

different place from his/her past, of his/her being 

'elsewhere' (12). 

Moreover, these works complicate the contradictions that 

the notion of "Otherness" already poses in a society that 

tries hard to construct a singular culture by integrating the 

bits and pieces of its multicultural and diverse condition. 
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What I find most powerful in these works is the manner in 

which Modarressi, Parvin, Hassan, and Jabbour break the 

conventions of writing--fracturing narrative structures, 

dropping plots and characters completely when it suits their 

purposes--and bring attention to writing itself. Clearly, 

Manoucher Parvin, Hala Deeb Jabbour, Marwan Hassan, and Taghi 

Modarressi have chosen English to speak about a reality which 

they did not make, a reality which has been handed to them 

the way it is. Obviously it is of paramount importance to 

know who is speaking. But the crucial question that raises 

itself in this context is, to put it in Gayatri Spivak's 

terms, "Who will listen?" For Spivak, the authority to speak 

for oneself as a Third World person is an important position 

for political mobilization today. But the real demand, 

Spivak explains, "is that, when I speak from that position, I 

should be listened to seriously" (60). And I think this is 

important for us because what these writers are essentially 

attempting to do is to render visible the historical and 

institutional structures of the representative space from 

which they are called to speak. 

In conclusion, the type of literature that I have 

described here is the effort of four writers in exile who 

have chosen to take the risk of writing in a language that is 

not originally theirs, bearing in mind that, to put it in 

Jacques Derrida's terms, "there is no insurance against the 
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risk of writing" (11). By using English as the language of a 

dominant society, Parvin, Modarressi, Hassan, and Jabbour 

and, by extension all writers in exile, are not necessarily 

conciliatory or submissive, but profoundly oppositional and 

their works become significant facts of power, rather than 

facts of democratic exchange because they seek to sustain the 

forces of cultural and political conflict between East and 

West rather than solve that conflict. In this perspective, 

by their very presence as writers in exile, Parvin, 

Modarressi, Hassan, and Jabbour, work within and against 

English. And since they are never fully within the English 

language, or outside it, they in the final analysis carve for 

themselves, for their texts, and for their audiences complex 

and heterogeneous semiotic spaces in which they struggle to 

make sense of the world through a language that is charged 

with cultural overtones from both the homeland and the 

country of exile. 
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CONCLUSION 

In this dissertation the story of orientalism, 

colonialism, and post-coloniality has turned on four 

categories: race, language, culture, and representation. 

First, I have explored some complex areas of cultural contact 

between ancient Egypt and the Greco-Roman world, with special 

emphasis on classical historical, rhetorical, and 

philosophical texts, such as Herodotus's the Histories, 

Plato's Pheadrus and Timaeus, Aristotle's Rhetoric, and 

Cicero's The Nature of the Gods. In these texts allusion is 

an important rhetorical strategy in the representation of 

cultural contact. The historical and anthropological 

accounts of Herodotus show advanced Eastern cultures in 

matters of religion, law, government, and learning. Plato 

constructs an ideal Greek republic based on an Egyptian model 

of government. Cicero celebrates Egyptian gods and stages a 

dramatic cultural dialogue between Solon and Egyptian 

priests. I have argued that all these allusions are strong 

testimonies to a close proximity between the two cultures 

which demonstrated a mutual interest in the making of 

knowledge. 

In discussing this important contact zone, I have 

mentioned two extremely opposing views, one advocated by 

Deborah Steiner and the other by Martin Bernal. Steiner 
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perceives the oriental subjects as slaves of a tyrant king, 

rather than real citizens of a real state, and thus she 

offers an extremely limited and biased view of a whole 

complex culture. In addition, by suggesting a logical 

connection between the power of writing and what she 

understands as the tyranny of the oriental state, Steiner 

ends up with an impoverished view of writing and a sadly 

truncated logic. For his part, by suggesting Afroasiatic 

roots to the formation of Greek culture, Martin Bernal 

dismantles racial stereotype and anti-Semitism crafted in the 

myth of Europeanness. For Bernal, since race is a 

fundamental trope in discourse on culture, Athena must be of 

black origin. Bernal's project inevitably suffers from 

serious limitations because it simply reenacts, though in a 

different fashion, the process of effacement of one race by 

another. 

In this manner, I have argued that both Steiner and 

Bernal have failed to see the dialogic character in the 

formation of cultures. Both views are obsessed with the 

notions of origin and purity and therefore they present us 

with "crazy" cultural identities. As James Clifford puts it, 

identity is "conjuntural, not essential" (11). Cultures and 

races are constructed in the context of hybridity and 

contact. In this sense, the notions of origin, property, and 
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processes of cultural formation. 
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These notions are seriously complicated when we consider 

the emergence during the Middle Ages of a complex and rich 

translation and commentary tradition which blurred racial, 

linguistic, and religious boundaries between East and West. 

During this period we witness a wider participation in the 

making of knowledge as Christian, Jewish, and Muslim 

translators and commentators joined in a heated debate over 

matters of science, religion, philosophy, politics, and 

literature. 

In my discussion of some important aspects of cultural 

influence between the Greco-Roman world and the Near East 

during the classical period and to some degree during the 

medieval period, I have often used the term "allusion" to 

refer to a powerful rhetorical strategy in discourse. For 

example, the oath that Socrates uses in Pheadrus, "By the 

dog, god of Egypt," comes with its own story of cultural 

contact between classical Greece and ancient Egypt. Although 

it is difficult to chart the map of this type of allusion, it 

is however useful to note how the language that Socrates uses 

refers to something outside of its periphery. In this 

context, allusion is a significant rhetorical strategy 

because it suggests a fluid relationship between the Greeks 

and the Egyptians. More important, allusions assume the 
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existence of a shared body of knowledge which in this case 

Solon and the Egyptian priests preserve. This shared body of 

knowledge is transmitted to Greeks and Egyptians in well

crafted stories that travel from one side of the 

Mediterranean to the other. I believe that more rigorous and 

more extensive study of allusion as a rhetorical strategy in 

classical texts is needed to shed more light on the character 

of cultural contact between the Greco-Roman world and the 

Near East. 

The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries begin to witness 

a shift in focus from participation to representation and 

subjugation. For Europe, the East is no longer an active 

partner in the making of knowledge; it has become instead an 

object of materialized European desire. Thus the grammars of 

oriental languages produced by British orientalists from the 

eighteenth century to the early nineteenth century bear 

testimony to a new mode of seeing the East as a commodity, a 

projection of Western colonial power and desire. More 

important, these grammars make constant references to 

themselves as agents participating in the expansion of the 

British empire. They advertise their services to the civil 

servant, the merchant, the traveler, the artist, the 

missionary as instruments of power to understand and 

ultimately control the oriental natives. 
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There is a large volume of colonialist writing in the 

nineteenth century that treats orientals and Africans as 

objects of European power and desire and neglects their role 

as active subjects with real sovereignty and real histories. 

For example, Conrad's Heart of Darkness is in many ways 

representative of this view. The novel seems to suggest that 

any form of rebellion from the part of the natives is met 

with force and any native voice of resistance is put to 

silence. For example, the beating of an African chief and 

the terror inflicted upon the whole village after that 

incident is clear testimony to the existence of the colonial 

rule of force in Africa. I have juxtaposed Conrad's work 

with Achebe's Arrow of God to show from a rhetorical 

perspective the clash between two different strategies of 

cultural representation and two opposing views over race and 

voice as two fundamental tropes in colonial and post-colonial 

writing. Chinua Achebe, Frantz Fanon, and many other post

colonial writers have embarked on the difficult task of 

restoring for formerly colonized people a severely damaged 

sense of racial dignity. More important, these critics have 

given the silenced natives voices to reconstruct their 

national histories. 

Today voices from the Third World are struggling to be 

heard in the metropolitan centers of Europe and North 

America. They tell their stories of exile in English and 
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several other European languages. I have limited the scope 

of this work to the study of an emerging literary tradition 

produced in English by Middle Eastern writers living in exile 

in North America. I have attempted to show that the 

contribution of this emerging tradition to a sociology of 

knowledge in North America must often carry us far into the 

regions of marginality and belonging. Manoucher Parvin, Hala 

Deeb Jabbour, Taghi Modarressi, and Marwan Hassan are in the 

realm of rhetoric because they not only construct audiences 

in foreign lands, but also present themselves as agents 

opening up new dimensions for us to understand the complex 

character of writing cultures. These writers really 

complicate for us the notions of marginality and belonging 

and a create a complex rhetorical space. As Kenneth Burke 

appropriately explains, '" belonging' is rhetorical" (27). 

What is most striking about the works of these writers 

is their thematic unity: all five novels address, to a 

greater extent, the problem of exile. Of course there are 

significant variations in the writers' treatment of this 

shared theme. Manoucher Parvin, addressing an American as 

well as Third World audiences, exposes the manner in which 

the American foreign policy rules the rest of the world. 

Hala Deeb Jabbour talks about the plight of the Palestinian 

people, but she also exposes a rigidly gendered distribution 

of power in her cultural environment. Modarressi describes 
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Iranian characters caught between Iran and the u.s. Marwan 

Hassan examines the displacement of two Palestinian persons 

from South Lebanon to Canada. Nonetheless, all these novels 

contribute to a larger project of constructing a Middle 

Eastern reality in exile. They all, implicitly or 

explicitly, explore a serious condition of exile. Thus, 

behind a strong thematic solidarity lies a considerable 

diversity of interest as well. 

It is worth mentioning that the novels do not intend to 

subvert accepted narrative rules and literary conventions, or 

flout any basic rules of normative discourse. On the 

contrary, they display a tremendous degree of consciousness 

of the writing conventions in English. More important, the 

narratives include voices from the host country: Helena, 

Sarah, and Eric in Cry for My Revolution, Iran, Professor 

Humphrey and Mrs. Helen Chadwick in The Pilgrim's Rules of 

Etiquette, and Falah's Canadian neighbor in The Confusion of 

Stones. In this sense, Middle Eastern as well as North 

American characters in the novels work together to create for 

us a powerful dialogic moment. By talking with each other, 

rather than to each other, these characters translate in an 

eloquent manner a relationship of dialogue that writers in 

exile seek to establish with their foreign audiences. 

In brief, these are reflections on the present 

organization of knowledge with special attention to the 
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cultural relationship between East and West. To me this 

organization, which is reflected in the history of rhetoric, 

is based on the Hegelian model that everything is 

teleological. However, I must add that this organization is 

seriously challenged in the current debate over history, 

culture, identity, and so on. To speak in Marxist terms, 

history provides a paradigm by which a class seeks to 

capitalize knowledge and turn it into an instrument of power. 

In this perspective, history allows us to see how cultural 

production is governed by institutional laws such as 

education, division of labor, and circulation of the cultural 

product, all of which justify their being by essentially 

adhering to a purposeful function, namely that of organizing 

social forms and relations within the political sphere of law 

and order. As Terry Eagleton explains "discourses, sign

systems and signifying practices of all kinds, from film and 

television to fiction and the languages of natural science, 

produce effects, shape forms of consciousness and 

unconsciousness, which are closely related to the maintenance 

or transformation of our existing systems of power" (210). 

In this context, rhetoric has inscribed itself as a 

cultural product governed by a network of socio-economic 

operations from early sophistry to the modern technologized 

system of writing instruction. Put differently, rhetoric as 

a cultural product is a commodity closely linked to the 
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forces of the institution and the market. As Raymond 

Williams suggests in The Sociology of Culture, the market is 

the dominant arena "which either determines, or emphasizes 

and de-emphasizes, prevailing types of production" (107). In 

this context, the university is in fact a big site for 

cultural production in which faculty, students, and 

administrators are cultural workers employed by owners or 

managers who need not be, as Williams puts it, "directly 

concerned with cultural production at all" (116). Ironically 

enough, professors and students alike talk about authority in 

their production of culture, when in fact the real authors, 

those who actually own the means of production, are neither 

heard nor seen. 

In general, the master narrative that we have been 

exposed to so far has an end in view. It offers a program 

which tells us how language is to be used effectively in 

order to become good citizens "speaking well." In this 

narrative, continuity implies a narrow path and a line of 

reasoning that ostensibly starts from the Greco-Roman 

tradition and points to the future. But continuity also 

inevitably implies an exclusion of those who do not belong in 

the Western tradition. Continuity also has a normative value 

because it tells us what to do in order to get there. And 

the way to get there is by following convention. The model 

that continuity offers is instrumental. But reality is more 
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complex than we might think it is. Whereas instruments 

remain static, reality is constantly shifting ground. I 

suspect that when a story is constructed, there is always 

something missing. Other stories are left out. When an end 

is defined, other ends are ignored, and oftentimes one might 

not know what those ends are. 

The implications of this view of history are many. 

First, we begin by introducing the notion of texts and 

theories as narratives that are socially constructed 

phenomena. As Bakhtin explains "verbal discourse is a social 

phenomenon--social throughout its entire range and in each 

and every of its factors, from the sound image to the 

furthest reaches of abstract meaning" (259). Or as Walter 

Fisher puts it, narratives are "moral constructs" that hold 

more than one truth, more than one form of power (10). 

Therefore, we can argue that truths are negotiated and forms 

of power are acknowledged. Moreover, narratives, being 

social and moral constructs, obey certain rules and 

conventions that change with context. 

The second implication allows us to focus on local sites 

of discourse instead of imposing contrived or "relevant" 

connections. As James Berlin argues, there is no definitive 

history since no historian can ever account for the entire 

historical field, or even for the field he/she has selected. 

Thus, Berlin continues to argue, "there must be mUltiple 



303 

histories of rhetoric, each identifying its unique standing 

place--its ground for seeing--and the terrain made available 

from this perspective" (6). In my view, this second 

implication will help us break the linear view of history 

into histories and undo the priority of telos and continuity. 

The third implication is that discourse is not immune 

from the effects of ideological conflicts of interpretation. 

In fact, discourse endorses ideology and reflects economic, 

social, political, and cultural conceptions that are 

privileged in interpretation. As Bakhtin says in "Discourse 

in the Novel," at any given moment "a language is stratified 

not only into dialects in the strict sense of the word, but 

also ... into languages that are socio-ideological" (272). 

Therefore, historical accounts could not and should not be 

free of ideological bias. Histories are narratives that set 

out to give more or less comprehensive accounts of social and 

cultural systems. They engage themselves in the 

representation of relationships between legal codes, 

religious beliefs, economic and political organization, 

education, family structure and so forth, and therefore they 

create for us a series of moments in which the interaction of 

these forces of power can be seen at play both locally and 

globally. 

Last, but not least, we begin to learn how to come to 

terms with the contingent nature of knowledge and the 
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shifting grounds of theories. In this sense, we begin to see 

language in history not as a unified, completely finished, 

and absolutely adequate means of cultural representation, but 

rather as a living mix of a multiplicity of opposing voices. 

Also we begin to learn how to move with the current instead 

of imposing law and order on it. In short, this view calls 

for a rhetoric that chooses to look at the contingent 

character of knowledge in order to avoid imposing on it any 

absolute principles and categories. That is, a rhetoric that 

accepts to include all voices without worrying about harmony 

of sounds. In brief, a rhetoric that looks with mistrust at 

any theory that pretends to offer truth, coherence, and 

unity. 
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