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Introduction

In his classic The Marriage of Cadmus and Harmony, Roberto
Calasso observes that “to a considerable extent classical
morality [in the Western tradition] developed around re-
flections on the nature of men’s love for boys.”! Desiring
Arabs will venture to show that modern and contemporary
Arab historiography developed to a considerable extent
around the repudiation not only of men’s love for boys but
also of all sexual desires it identified as part of the Arab past
and which the European present condemns and sometimes
champions.

An intellectual and scholarly battle has raged since the
nineteenth century in the shadow of the political, economic,
and military conquests that colonial Europe unleashed on
what came to be called the “Arab world.” This battle was
fought over modern European concepts that defined the co-
lonial conquest, namely, “culture” and “civilization”; how
these related to the modern significance of the past of the
Arabs; how the latter compared to the present of Europe,
and the weight that this excavated Arab past would reg-
ister on the modern European scales of civilizations and
cultures. This battle was not unrelated to the political, eco-
nomic, and military battles being fought; on the contrary,
it was in large measure constitutive of them. As Oriental-
ism assumed a central place in the colonial campaign, its
pretensions encompassed defining who the subject people
to be colonized were, what their past was, the content of

1. Roberto Calasso, The Marriage of Cadmus and Harmony, translated from the
Italian by Tim Parks (London: Vintage, 1994), 84.
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their culture, and how they measured up to the civilizational, cultural,
and racial hierarchies that colonial thought had disseminated.

These pretensions would not stand unchallenged for long. Intellectu-
als and scholars from around the colonized “Arab world,” itself a colo-
nial appellation, would soon engage the Orientalists in historical exca-
vations of their own. Their archeological efforts would delve not only
into the medieval manuscripts and treatises that would soon constitute
the canonical archive of the Arab past (now defined as “heritage”) for
both the Western Orientalists and the Arab writers, but also, and on oc-
casion, of Orientalist archeology itself.

British literary scholar Raymond Williams excavated the modern
English term “culture” as having emerged in the eighteenth century and
certainly by the early nineteenth as different from its earlier meaning
of plant cultivation and its more-recent meaning of the upbringing of
children to something that defined class, education, and specific forms
of knowledge. The importance of Williams’s work on “culture” is his
historicization of its emergence as a category in terms of which modern
scholars study “a people,” itself a modern invention, as well as its emer-
gence as an object of study for imperial anthropology and archeology,
wherein culture refers to material production, to imperial historiography,
and more recently to cultural studies, wherein the term refers to signify-
ing and symbolic systems of production. For Williams, however, schol-
ars must relate these two notions of culture rather than posit them as
contrasting with one another.? To be less abstract, kinship ties, religious
institutions, marriage and divorce rituals, burials, specific forms of na-
tionalism, laws and rules, forms of societal and economic organization,
and styles of political engagement and governmental regulation cannot
be studied separate from the overall socioeconomic system within which
they exist any more than poetry, songs, and music, oral and written tra-
ditions, myths and superstitions, cinema and theater, religious beliefs,
gender roles, sexual roles, and indeed sexual desire itself can be studied
in isolation from the institutions within which they are enveloped and
the overall socioeconomic system that makes them possible.

It is not that culture is simply a subset of other forces any more than
it is their organizing principle. Rather, culture as a category of modern
thought proves to be dynamic and interdependent with existing systems
of thought just as culture as an object of study proves to be dynamic and

2. Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, rev. ed. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1983), 87-93. See also Raymond Williams, Culture and Society, 1780-1950 (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1983), introduction, xiii—xx.
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interdependent with existing socioeconomic and political systems that
define it and are defined by it. Williams demonstrated the organic link
between “culture” and “civilization”: “Like culture . . . with which it has
had a long and still difficult interaction, [civilization] referred originally
to a process, and in some contexts this sense still survives.” He located
the modern meaning of civilization in English as having emerged in the
1830s. Its use in the plural would come about in the 1860s, when it
would be contrasted with barbarism and savagery.® Such a historicized
notion of culture and civilization was, however, mostly absent from Ori-
entalist scholarship as well as from Arab nationalist scholarship (some
Arab Marxist works excepted). Instead, culture and civilization were pos-
ited as reified and timeless essences that were separate and separable
from the economy, politics, and social and power relations, which they
constituted.* Thus culture and civilization were both categories in terms
of which one thought and objects of thought and scholarship to be in-
vestigated and studied. Although Williams does not relate the historical
process of this transformation to colonialism, the timing of the emer-
gence of the new meanings of “culture” and “civilization” and their use
in plural forms is hardly coincidental.

As civilization was the operative evaluative criterion, two antinomies
would determine the representation and self-representation of the his-
tory and culture of the Arabs. German scholar Reinhard Schulze has ar-
gued that the binaries of decadence /renaissance and tradition /modernity
would govern all such representations as “the basis of a concept of cul-
tural history which, of course, reflected the [European] political inter-
pretation of historical development current in the nineteenth century.”’
The way this temporal epistemology was institutionalized has much to
do with colonialism and its Orientalist correlate, for it was Europeans
who “discovered” the decadence of the Arabs. Indeed, to legitimize his
invasion of Egypt in 1798, Napoleon worried that the country had been
driven to barbarism and decay by the Turks and that it was the duty of
France to liberate its population.® His view, however, was not shared by

3. Williams, Keywords, 57-60.

4. Edward Said maintains that “the Orientalists—from Renan to Goldziher to Macdonald to von
Guenbaum, Gibb, and Bernard Lewis—saw Islam, for example, as a ‘cultural synthesis’ . . . that could
be studied apart from the economics, sociology, and politics of Islamic peoples,” in Edward W. Said,
Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 1978), 105.

5. Reinhard Schulze, “Mass Culture and Islamic Cultural Production in the Nineteenth-Century
Middle East,” in Mass Culture, Popular Culture, and Social Life in the Middle East, ed. Georg Stauth and
Sami Zubaida (Boulder: Westview Press, 1987), 189.

6. See Niqula al-Turk, Dhikr Tamalluk Jumhur al-Faransawiyyah al-Aqtar al-Misriyyah wa al-Bilad
al-Shamiyyah [A Chronicle of the French Republic’s Occupation of the Lands of Egypt and Syria]
(Beirut: Dar al-Farabi, 1990), 30-31. His book was written at the conclusion of the Napoleonic cam-
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Egyptians. The Egyptian chronicler of the Napoleonic invasion, ‘Abd
al-Rahman al-Jabarti (1754-1826), was impressed with the scientific in-
terests of the French but described their mores in scandalous terms:

Their women do not cover themselves and have no modesty; they do not care whether
they uncover their private parts. Whenever a Frenchman has to perform an act of na-
ture he does so wherever he happens to be, even in full view of people, and he goes
away as he is, without washing his private parts after defecation. If he is a man of
taste and refinement he wipes himself with whatever he finds, even with a paper with
writing on it, otherwise he remains as he is. They have intercourse with any woman
who pleases them and vice versa. Sometimes one of their women goes into a barber’s
shop, and invites him to shave her pubic hair. If he wishes he can take his fee in kind.”

The invading French instead saw themselves as carrying the banner of
the Enlightenment. Since Islam was seen as the cause of decadence,

Islam was not to be evaluated as a theology, but as a culture, in the sense employed
by Herder, Kant, or Schiller. As culture was used as a synonym for humanity, rea-
son and freedom, the European spectators of the Orient had to define Islam as “un-
culture” . . . So, the missionary aim was no longer Christianization, but moderniza-
tion. The tradition/modernity dichotomy was born. For the Europeans, the birth date
could be said to coincide with the date of the French embankment in Alexandria in
Egypt, the 1st July, 1798.8

Through colonial policies, which set out to modernize the barbarians,
“the Islamic world also obtained a culture” for Europeans, even though
it synchronically retained much tradition or “un-culture.” But as Schulze
explains, “as the concept of culture was gradually generalized in Europe,
thus leading to an analytic, universal concept, Islamic tradition was also
associated with a culture. The essence of the partition between tradi-
tional decadence and modern renaissance, however, did not change.
Thus the European worldview served to determine Islamic identity.”?

paign and was first published in France in 1839. See also ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti, Tarikh Muddat
al-Faransis bi-Misr, Muharram-Rajab 1213 H., translated in a bilingual edition as Al-Jabarti’s Chronicle
of the First Seven Months of the French Occupation of Egypt, edited and translated by S. Moreh (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1975), 8-9. Al-Jabarti’s book was written during the French occupation.

7. Al-Jabarti, Tarikh Muddat al-Faransis bi-Misr, 12. I have modified the editor’s translation. For an
overview of how Arab intellectuals saw the French invaders, see Ibrahim Abu-Lughod, Arab Rediscov-
ery of Europe: A Study in Cultural Encounters (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963), 20-27.

8. Schulze, “Mass Culture and Islamic Cultural Production,” 190.

9.1bid., 191. For an engagement with the question of decadence, see J. J. Saunders, “The Problem
of Islamic Decadence,” Journal of World History 7, no. 3 (1963): 701-20. See also the proceedings of
a conference on the subject held at Bordeaux in 1956, Classicisme et déclin culturel dans I’histoire de
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It was in this colonial context that Arab intellectuals and scholars
were unearthing evidence that would contradict, question, and interro-
gate the Orientalist claims and conclusions that produced Arab “civiliza-
tion” and “culture” and placed them low on the European civilizational
scale. Arab intellectuals would employ a number of strategies in response,
including explaining away certain “cultural” phenomena identified as
uncomplimentary either as unrepresentative of the “civilization” of the
Arabs or as foreign imports that corrupted a pure Arab “culture”; or as
universal, in that they existed among Arabs as they did or do among
Europeans and others.

The most successful pedagogy that Orientalism and the colonial en-
counter would bequeath to these Arab intellectuals was not, however,
the production of a nationalist historiographical response, although that
was indeed part of it, but an epistemological affinity that would inform
all their archeological efforts. These Arab writers would approach the
topic at hand by adopting and failing to question these recently invented
European notions of “civilization” and “culture” and their commensu-
rate insertion in a social Darwinist idiom of “evolution,” “progress,”
“advancement,” “development,” “degeneration,” and most important,
“decadence” and “renaissance.” Thus Arab intellectuals

accepted the thesis that the eighteenth century had been decadent and used it to
legitimate their own culture production (renaissance [nahda, nahdah]). Nahda re-
quired a concept of cultural decadence, for how else was the claim of cultural renewal
to be justified? . . . In addition, the concept of contemporary renaissance required
the discovery of a “classical” period in the distant past that might be rejuvenated
in the present. Analogous to European concepts of renaissance, Islamic intellectuals in
the nineteenth century fell back upon a “Golden Age” of Islam. But even here, the Eu-
ropean Orientalists provided precious assistance by explaining to them what the clas-
sical Islamic period was, and how it was to be understood and assessed historically.'

Schulze argues that colonialism’s destruction of the existing Arab in-
telligentsia and its main scholarly material, namely, hand-copied manu-
scripts, was carried out through the introduction in 1821 of printing
presses and the book form (this was not only the case with the new
printing press in Cairo but also in Aleppo, Beirut, and Jerusalem). Books
would create a new intellectual reading public that would consider the

UIslam; actes du symposium international d’histoire de la civilisation musulmane, Bordeaux 25-29 juin
1956, ed. R. Brunschvig and G. E. von Grunebaum (Paris: Besson, Chantemerle, 1957).
10. Schulze, “Mass Culture and Islamic Cultural Production,” 191-92.
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previous generation as arrested in its dependence on medieval manu-
scripts and that judged the book form as the measure of civilized moder-
nity. The consumption of books, including new “classics” of Arab and
Islamic history, which initially was almost exclusive to the Orientalists
and European universities that purchased most of the copies printed in
Egypt (the al-Azhar University would also become an important buyer),
would soon affect the local market. With the new educational scholar-
ships dispatching young Arabs to Europe and the introduction of Euro-
pean educational systems of instruction in Arab countries, a new book-
reading public would soon emerge. Thus, “Culture which had been
produced prior to 1821, a year which can be defined as a ‘break’ in Egyp-
tian cultural history, no longer had the same value as culture emanat-
ing from the post-1821 period. As the pre-1821 culture, could not be
‘measured’ by the standards of European culture, the eighteenth cen-
tury had to be seen as a period of decline, as part of universal Islamic
decadence.”™

In adopting this Weltanschauung, Arab intellectuals also internalized
the epistemology by which Europeans came to judge civilizations and
cultures along the vector of something called “sex,” as well as its later de-
rivative, “sexuality,” and the overall systematization of culture through
the statistical concept of “norms,” often corresponding to the “natural”
and its “deviant” opposite. The linking of sex and civilization can per-
haps be traced to Genesis, when sex gave birth to the exile from Eden
and subsequent earthly “civilization.” The emergence of sex as one of
the main axes by which civilization and barbarism can be classified is,
however, a thoroughly modern phenomenon. This is how French phi-
losopher Michel Foucault defined sexuality:

The term itself did not appear until the beginning of the nineteenth century . . .
The use of the word was established in connection with other phenomena: the de-
velopment of diverse fields of knowledge . . . the establishment of a set of rules and
norms—in part traditional, in part modern—which found support in religious, judi-
cial, pedagogical and medical institutions; and changes in the way individuals were
led to assign meaning and value to their conduct, their duties, their pleasures, their
feelings and sensations, their dreams. In short, it was a matter of seeing how an “ex-
perience” came to be constituted in modern Western societies, an experience that
caused individuals to recognize themselves as subjects of “sexuality,” which was ac-
cessible to very diverse fields of knowledge and linked to a system of rules and con-
straints. What | planned [to write], therefore, was a history of the experience of sexual-

11. Ibid., 198.
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ity, where experience is understood as the correlation between fields of knowledge,
types of normativity, and forms of subjectivity in a particular culture.'

Like Williams, Foucault was not attentive to the links of these modern
concepts to the colonial project. My point here is not that Williams and
Foucault failed to historicize how these concepts were applied to the col-
onies, but rather—and as Edward Said has argued in Orientalism and in
Culture and Imperialism—that these concepts were themselves products
of the colonial experience. In her seminal book on the subject of race
and desire in the colonies, Ann Laura Stoler argues that “a wider imperial
context resituates the work of racial thinking in the making of European
bourgeois identity in a number of specific ways.” She traces “how certain
colonial prefigurings contest and force a reconceptualizing of Foucault’s
sexual history of the Occident and, more generally, a rethinking of the
historiographic conventions that have bracketed histories of ‘the West.””
Stoler observed that “what is striking is how consistently Foucault’s own
framing of the European bourgeois order has been exempt from the very
sorts of criticism that his insistence on the fused regimes of knowledge/
power would seem to encourage and allow. Why have we been so willing
to accept his history of a nineteenth-century sexual order that system-
atically excludes and/or subsumes the fact of colonialism within it?”!?

Edward Said’s work engaged precisely how the production of Euro-
pean knowledge, especially of the anthropological variety in the nine-
teenth century, was linked to colonial authority and the imperial project.
In the same vein and more specifically, Kobena Mercer has argued that
“historically, the European construction of sexuality coincides with the
epoch of imperialism and the two inter-connect.”' Building on Said’s
analysis and in line with Mercer’s assertion, Stoler demonstrates that
students of empire have an important addition to make to Foucault’s
analysis of the objects of the discourse on sexuality, which he listed as
the masturbating child, the “hysterical woman,” the Malthusian couple,
and the perverse adult. Stoler adds:

Did any of these figures exist as objects of knowledge and discourse in the nineteenth
century without a racially erotic counterpoint, without a reference to the libidinal en-

12. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 2, The Use of Pleasure (New York: Vintage,
1984), 3-4.

13. Ann Laura Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colo-
nial Order of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 5-6.

14. See Kobena Mercer and Isaac Julien, “Race, Sexual Politics, and Black Masculinity: A Dossier,”
in Male Order: Unwrapping Masculinity, ed. Rowena Chapman and Jonathan Rutherford (London:
Lawrence & Wishart, 1988), 106.
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ergies of the savage, the primitive, the colonized—reference points of difference, cri-
tique, and desire? At one level, these are clearly contrapuntal as well as indexical refer-
ents, serving to bolster Europe’s bourgeois society and to underscore what might befall
it in moral decline. But they were not that alone. The sexual discourse of empire and of
the biopolitic state in Europe were mutually constitutive: their “targets” were broadly
imperial, their regimes of power synthetically bound . . . In short-circuiting empire, Fou-
cault’s history of European sexuality misses key sites in the production of that discourse,
discounts the practices that racialized bodies, and thus elides a field of knowledge that
provided the contrasts for what a “healthy, vigorous, bourgeois body” was all about.

While Orientalists were exploring the sexual practices and desires of
medieval Arabs, Western anthropologists were exploring the contempo-
rary sexual lives and practices not only of Arabs but also of the natives
of Africa, Asia, Australia, and the Americas. It was within the context of
what was called “ethnopornography” that Arab readers began to read
Orientalist accounts.!® Influenced by such readings, and especially by
the Orientalist judgment that Arab culture had “degraded” to an age of
“decadence” under the Ottomans, most Arab writers since the middle
of the nineteenth century were overcome with a sense of crisis con-
cerning the Arab present, its “culture,” its “language,” its political and
economic order, its “traditions,” its views of its own “heritage,” even
“Islam” itself, in short, a malady that afflicted the whole of Arab Is-
lamic “civilization.” The diagnosis would echo Orientalist judgment of
the Arabs, including “backwardness,” “decadence,” “moral decline,” “ir-
rationality,” and most of all, “degeneration,” resulting from centuries
of Ottoman rule characterized by stasis at best or retardation of things
Arab (and sometimes Muslim) at worst. This understanding of Ottoman
rule would become one of the main mobilizing factors in the emergence
of the nascent anti-Ottoman Arab nationalism. As early as 1859, Butrus
al-Bustani (1819-83), one of the central first-generation intellectuals
of the Arab “renaissance,” described the present of the Arabs as one of
“decadence,” existing as it did in a “fallen state.”!'” This understanding
of the history of the present is not particular to Arab culture during
the age of empire, as not only did the colonized more generally express
much concern over what had led to their colonial subjection, but also,

15. Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire, 6-7.

16. On ethnopornography, see Elizabeth Povinelli, The Cunning of Recognition: Indigenous Alteri-
ties and the Making of Australian Multiculturalism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002), chap. 2.

17. Butrus al-Bustani, “Khutbah fi Adab al-‘Arab” [A Speech on the Literature of the Arabs],
Beirut, 15 February 1859, reproduced in Majid Fakhri, Al-Harakat al-Fikriyyah wa Ruwwaduha al-Lub-
naniyyun fi ‘Asr al-Nahdah, 1800-1922 [The Intellectual Movements and Their Lebanese Pioneers in
the Age of the Renaissance, 1800-1922] (Beirut: Dar al-Nahar Lil-Nashr, 1992), 175, 181.
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by the twentieth century and in the interwar years, European colonial
culture worried about itself. Orientalists themselves would espouse this
sentiment. As Said remarked: “Both the Orientalist and the non-Orien-
talist begin with the sense that Western culture is passing through an
important phase, whose main feature is the crisis imposed on it by such
threats as barbarism, narrow technical concerns, moral aridity, strident
nationalism, and so forth.”®

Sex was always an important feature of Orientalist fantasy and schol-
arship. Said explained how Orientalists described the Orient “as femi-
nine, its riches as fertile, its main symbols the sensual woman, the ha-
rem, and the despotic—but curiously attractive—ruler.”'” He noted that
many an Orientalist writer like Edward W. Lane and Gustave Flaubert
showed much interest during their Egyptian sojourn in ‘almahs and kha-
wals, dancing girls and boys, respectively.?’ In reading Flaubert, who in
his novels “associates the Orient with the escapism of sexual fantasy,”
Said asserted: “Why the Orient seems still to suggest not only fecundity
but sexual promise (and threat), untiring sensuality, unlimited desire,
deep generative energies, is something on which one could speculate:
it is not the province of my analysis here, alas, despite its frequently
noted appearance. Nevertheless, one must acknowledge its importance
as something eliciting complex responses, sometimes even a frightening
self-discovery, in the Orientalists, and Flaubert was an interesting case in
point.” In fact, Said did venture a speculation.

The [Orientalist representational] repertoire is familiar, not so much because it re-
minds us of Flaubert’s own voyages in and obsession with the Orient, but because,
once again, the association is clearly made between the Orient and the freedom of
licentious sex. We may as well recognize that for nineteenth-century Europe, with its
increasing embourgeoisiment, sex had been institutionalized to a very considerable
degree. On the one hand, there was no such thing as “free” sex, and on the other, sex
in society entailed a web of legal, moral, even political and economic obligations of a
detailed and certainly encumbering sort. Just as the various colonial possessions . . .
were useful as places to send wayward sons, superfluous populations of delinquents,
poor people, and other undesirables, so the Orient was a place where one could look
for sexual experience unobtainable in Europe. Virtually no European writer who wrote
on or traveled to the Orient in the period after 1800 exempted himself or herself from
this quest: Flaubert, Nerval, “Dirty Dick” Burton, and Lane are only the most notable.?'

18. Said, Orientalism, 258.

19. Edward W. Said, “Orientalism Reconsidered,” Cultural Critique 1 (Fall 1985): 103.
20. Said, Orientalism, 186.

21. Ibid., 190, 188, 190.
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Richard F. Burton (“Dirty Dick”) was exceptional among these, how-
ever, in his attempt to theorize the sexual question, especially among
men. In his 1885-86 translation of The Arabian Nights, Burton included
a now-infamous “Terminal Essay,” in which he discussed such matters
under the heading “Pornography.” After offering a spirited defense to his
readers for including sexual words that might be regarded as offensive,
Burton adds, in reference to male homosexuality, that “there is another
element in The Nights and that is one of absolute obscenity utterly
repugnant to English readers, even the least prudish. It is chiefly con-
nected with what our neighbors call Le vice contre nature—as if anything
can be contrary to nature which includes all things. Upon this subject I
must offer details, as it does not enter into my plan to ignore any theme
which is interesting to the Orientalist and the Anthropologist.”?

Burton spoke of the existence of what he called the “‘Sotadic Zone,
a reference to the third-century s.c. Greek-Egyptian poet Sotades, who
wrote homoerotic poetry. Here the emphasis is geographical and clima-
tological, if not topographical, bound as it is by latitudinal lines: it is
decidedly “not racial.” The Sotadic Zone encompasses not only Arab
countries in Africa from “Morocco to Egypt,” extending eastward to in-
clude “Asia Minor, Mesopotamia and Chaldea, Afghanistan, Sind, the
Punjab and Kashmir,” as well as China, Japan, Turkistan, the South Sea
Islands, and the New World, but also includes “meridional France, the
Iberian Peninsula, Italy and Greece.”?® Inside the Sotadic zone “the Vice
is popular and endemic, held at the worst to be a mere peccadillo, whilst
the races to the North and South of the limits here defined practise it
only sporadically amid the opprobrium of their fellows who, as a rule,
are physically incapable of performing the operation and look upon it
with the liveliest disgust.”?* Burton is one of the few nineteenth-century
thinkers who did not deploy a racialist or evolutionary schema to ex-
plain the other. As Neville Hoad has argued, “as problematic as Burton’s
refutation of evolution is, it represents an attempt to think the other-
ness of sexual norms in terms that do not subsume the other into the
self in the narrating of identity.”

Burton's own participation in this vice during his travels notwithstand-
ing, the trend of European sex tourists did not stop in the nineteenth

”m

22. Richard E. Burton, “Terminal Essay,” in The Book of the Thousand Nights and a Night: A Plain
and Literal Translation of the Arab Nights Entertainments, translated and annotated by Richard F. Bur-
ton (London: Burton Club, 1886), vol. 10, 177.

23. Ibid., vol. 10, 179.

24. Ibid.

25. Neville Hoad, “Arrested Development; or, The Queerness of Savages,” Postcolonial Studies:
Culture, Politics, Economy 3, no. 2 (2000): 138.
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century but continued in the twentieth century.?® As Said explains, “in
the twentieth century one thinks of Gide, Conrad, Maugham, and doz-
ens of others. What they looked for often—correctly, I think—was a dif-
ferent type of sexuality, perhaps more libertine and less guilt-ridden; but
even that quest, if repeated by enough people, could (and did) become
as regulated and uniform as learning itself. In time ‘Oriental sex’ was as
standard a commodity as any other available in the mass culture, with
the result that readers and writers could have it if they wished without
necessarily going to the Orient.”?” André Gide’s 1902 novel L ‘immoraliste
is the prominent example of the new Western fiction of homosexual
self-discovery in the Orient. Joseph Boone called it “paradigmatic” of
the genre.?® But if Burton was a universalist on questions of desire and
resisted racial theories in favor of climatological ones,* the mainstream
Orientalist and anthropologist (as well as the nineteenth-century sex-
ologist*) would deploy race and social Darwinism as central elements
of analysis. In this vein, Said maintained: “Along with other people vari-
ously designated as backward, degenerate, uncivilized, and retarded, the
Orientals were viewed in a framework constructed out of biological de-
terminism and moral-political admonishment. The Oriental was thus
linked to elements in Western society (delinquents, the insane, women,
the poor) having in common an identity best described as lamentably
alien.”®! Said could have easily added the “sexual deviant” to his list.

In this regard, it is most instructive to review an important debate
between French Orientalist Ernest Renan and the Muslim Perso-Afghan

26. A comprehensive survey of the European literature on the sexuality of non-Europeans from
the Enlightenment to World War I is Rudi Bleys, The Geography of Perversion: Male-to-Male Sexual
Behaviour outside the West and the Ethnographic Imagination, 1750-1918 (New York: New York Uni-
versity Press, 1995).

27. Said, Orientalism, 190.

28. Joseph Boone, “Vacation Cruises; or, The Homoerotics of Orientalism,” PMLA 110 (1995):
101. See also Edward W. Said’s discussion of the novel in his Culture and Imperialism (New York:
Alfred Knopf, 1993), 192-93.

29. Joseph Boone, in an otherwise excellent survey of Orientalist writings on same-sex con-
tact between Arab and Muslim men, inaccurately characterizes Burton’s theory as a “stereotype of
Eastern perversity,” when in fact Burton was a universalist and at the outset included European
countries south of “N. Lat. 43” in his “Sotadic Zone.” Not only did Burton never “set the West off-
limits” of the “Sotadic Zones,” he had listed European countries first before moving to Africa, Asia,
and the Americas and was not “forced to confirm Le vice’s growing presence” in London, Berlin, and
Paris. In those modern cases of the “vice’s” appearance outside the Sotadic Zone, he included not
only northern European countries but also sub-Saharan Africa. Burton explained that “outside the
Sotadic Zone . . . Le Vice is sporadic, not endemic.” If anything, while Burton’s theory encompasses
much of the globe, those excluded are not only northern Europeans but also sub-Saharan Africans,
even Bedouin Arabs who are said to be “wholly pure of Le Vice.” See Burton, “Terminal Essay,” 179,
212; and Boone, “Vacation Cruises; Or, the Homoerotics of Orientalism,” 91, 93.

30. See Hoad, “Arrested Development.”

31. Said, Orientalism, 207.
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thinker Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838-97). Al-Afghani’s ideas would
have a prominent role to play in the late nineteenth-century phase of
the Arab “renaissance,” as it was his disciples, especially Muhammad
‘Abduh (1849-1905), who sought to reform Islam by regulating its doc-
trine and ridding it of all that was seen as superstition and myth (“in-
novation”) in favor of its “reasonable” and rational message. Al-Afghani
lived in Egypt in the 1870s and wrote and lectured in Arabic. It is true
that he had a pan-Islamic project in mind, which in the course of the
Arab Nahdah would become more focused by Arab intellectuals into a
pan-Arab project, but this demographic and territorial contraction from
a religious base to an ethnolinguistic one was not at the expense of al-
Afghani’s guiding epistemology; on the contrary, it would use it to its
fullest. This is not to say that Arab intellectuals had to draw solely on
Orientalist tradition. As Talal Asad explains, ‘Abduh, among others,
drew on existing Islamic tradition, even when he disagreed with some of
it, to effect a reform whose ideological lineaments were Furopean. Thus
even though the medieval ibn Taymiyyah and the eighteenth-century
Muhammad bin ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s strict and literal interpretation of the
Qur’an stripped Sufism of religious legitimacy, the project of modern
religious reformers banished (parts of) it in accordance with modernist
European ideas while remaining within a certain strand of tradition.*?

In a lecture that he gave at the Sorbonne in March 1883 on “Islamism
and Science,” Renan argued that Islam as a religion and the Arabs as a
people had always been hostile to science and philosophy and that any
Arab and Islamic achievement in these fields were brought about despite
Islam and from mostly non-Arab and non-Muslim populations con-
quered by Islam and the Arabs. Once the Arabs reestablished control and
Islam strengthened itself, these achievements were crushed and the true
spirit of both was made manifest, namely, their “hatred of science.”%
Here the question of the “decadence of states governed by Islam, and

32. For an important critique of part of Schulze’s thesis as it related to Muhammad ‘Abduh,
see Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 2003), 221-22. ‘Abduh refers in his writings to ibn Taymiyyah, for example, as “the most
knowledgeable of people and the most jealous among them for his religion” and as “Shaykh al-
Islam” and refers to his books, including al-Siyasah al-Shar‘iyyah. ‘Abduh also refers to Muhammad
‘Abd al-Wahhab in his writings, and describes the Wahhabites as following a “good religious school,
if it were not for its extremism and excess.” See Muhammad ‘Abduh, Al-A‘mal al-Kamilah lil-Imam
Muhmmad ‘Abduh [The Complete Works of Imam Muhammad ‘Abduh], edited and collected by
Muhammad ‘Imarah (Beirut: al-Mu’assassah al-‘Arabiyyah lil-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 1972-74), vol. 3,
341, vol. 4, 527, vol. 5, 236, vol. 1, 727, vol. 3, 537, respectively.

33. Ernest Renan, “Islamism and Science,” reproduced in Orientalism: Early Sources, vol. 1, Read-
ings in Orientalism, ed. Bryan S. Turner (London: Routledge, 2000), 210. Renan’s lecture was delivered
on 29 March 1883.
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the intellectual nullity of the races that hold, from that religion alone,
their culture and their education,” were observable by Europeans as “the
inferiority of Mohammedan countries.”3* The only exception to these
Islamicized and Arabized races, Renan maintained, were the Persians,
who retained their “genius.”3

Al-Afghani’s response shared many of Renan’s conclusions regarding
the present (late nineteenth-century) state of Muslim countries as well
as the “responsibility” of the “Muslim religion” for “why Arab civiliza-
tion . . . suddenly became extinguished . . . and why the Arab world still
remains buried in profound darkness.”*® He universalized religious re-
pression of science by comparing Islam’s record to Christianity’s, there-
fore doing away with the exceptionalism with which Renan wanted to
endow Islam. Where he disagreed with Renan, however, was on the ra-
cialist premises Renan had employed to castigate Arabs as inimical to
science and philosophy. Even though he opposed Darwin’s theory of
evolution in the biological realm, Al-Afghani deployed social Darwinism
as the basis of his refutation of Renan.?” He explained the evolutionary
basis of all societies wherein religion, and not “pure reason,” emerges in
their barbaric state as a transitional phase to civilization. Al-Afghani’s
universalism was central: “It is by this religious education, whether it be
Muslim, Christian, or pagan, that all nations have emerged from barba-
rism and marched toward a more advanced civilization.”* If the “Mus-
lim religion” had become an “obstacle to the development of sciences,”
this was a mere evolutionary phase that would one day “disappear.”*
The motor for the evolutionary change in Europe, al-Afghani had sur-
mised, after Francois Guizot “who wrote L’Historie de la civilisation,” was
the Protestant Reformation.*® Understanding that the Muslim religion
was in the childhood stage compared to the adulthood in which Chris-

34. Ibid., vol. 1, 200.

35. Ibid.

36. Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, “Answer of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani to Renan,” first appeared in
the Journal Des Débats, May 18, 1883. It is reproduced in A. M. Goichon, ed. and trans., Réfutation
des matérialistes (Paris: Paul Geuthner, 1942), 184; and in Nikki Keddie, An Islamic Response to Im-
perialism: Political and Religious Writings of Sayyid Jamal ad-Din al-Afghani (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1983), 187.

37. On his arguments against biological Darwinism, see Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, Al-Radd ‘ala al-
Dahriyyin [Response to the Materialists], translated from the Persian by Muhammad ‘Abduh (Cairo:
Al-Salam al-‘Alamiyyah lil-Tab® wa al-Nashr wa al-Tawzi‘, 1983).

38. “Answer of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani to Renan,” in Goichon, Réfutation des matérialistes, 177;
and Keddie, Islamic Response to Imperialism, 183.

39. Goichon, Réfutation des matérialistes, 177; and Keddie, Islamic Response to Imperialism, 183.

40. He cites Guizot in his Réfutation des matérialistes, see Goichon, Réfutation des matérialistes,
165. See also al-Afghani, Al-Radd ‘ala al-Dahriyyin, 101. Guizot’s book had been translated into Ara-
bicin 1877.
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tianity found itself in the nineteenth century, al-Afghani asked Renan
for patience:

The Christian religion . . . has emerged from the first period [of its evolution]; thence-
forth free and independent, it seems to advance rapidly on the road of progress and
science, whereas Muslim society has not yet freed itself from the tutelage of religion.
Realizing, however, that the Christian religion preceded the Muslim religion in the
world by many centuries, | cannot keep from hoping that Muhammadan society will
succeed someday in breaking its bonds and marching resolutely in the path of civi-
lization after the manner of Western society, for which the Christian faith, despite its
rigors and intolerance, was not at all an invincible obstacle. No, | cannot admit that
this hope be denied to Islam. | plead here with M. Renan not the cause of the Muslim
religion, but that of several hundreds of millions of men, who would thus be con-
demned to live in barbarism and ignorance.*'

While al-Afghani’s response to Renan (unlike his other writings) was
not published in Arabic, his social Darwinism was shared by most Arab
intellectuals of the period. Indeed in the second half of the 1870s, social
Darwinism would be heavily debated on the pages of the Arabic journal
Al-Mugtataf, and commentaries on Darwin’s work (by Ludwig Biichner,
for example) would be translated by Lebanese intellectual Shibli Shu-
mayyil (1853-1917) and debated in the 1880s, even though Darwin’s
Origin of the Species itself would not appear in Arabic translation until
1918.#2 The concern over what might have led to the Arab “decline”
increased the intensity of the ongoing intellectual battle between Arab
writers engaged in producing the account of the Arab “cultural” past
(and in the process repressing many other possible readings) and Orien-
talists engaged in a similar task. The scope and the terms of this ongoing

41. “Answer of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani to Renan,” in Goichon, Réfutation des matérialistes, 177—
78; Keddie, Islamic Response to Imperialism, 183.

42. For the history of Darwinism and social Darwinism in the late nineteenth-century and early
twentieth-century Arab world, see Adel A. Ziadat, Western Science in the Arab World: The Impact of
Darwinism, 1860-1930 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1986). The first five chapters of Darwin’s The
Origin of Species were translated by Egyptian Isma‘il Mazhar and published in 1918 under the title
Asl al-Anwa“ wa Nushw’uha bi al-Intikhab al-Tabi* i wa Hifz al-Sufuf al-Ghalibah fi al-Tanahur ‘ala al-
Baga® [Origin of the Species and Its Emergence through Natural Selection and the Preservation of
Dominant Classes in the Struggle for Survival] (Cairo: Dar al-‘Asr lil-Tab“ wa al-Nashr, 1928). Mazhar
added four more chapters to the 1928 edition. Shibli Shumayyil would publish a number of com-
mentaries on Darwinism in the 1880s and is viewed as the earliest Arab thinker who engaged with
the subject and applied Darwinism beyond biology. He continued to write on the subject after the
new century set in. See, for example, Shibli Shumayyil, Falsafat al-Nushu’ wa al-Irtiga’ [The Philoso-
phy of Evolution and Ascent] (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Mugqtataf, 1910).
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battle, since the late nineteenth century to the present, continued to
be civilizational in nature. They have rarely been epistemological. The
fight therefore has never been about the conceptual tools to be used in
the archeological and hermeneutical effort but rather about historical
accuracy, the nature of the evidence to be examined, and the kinds of
judgment that can, or should, be derived from it. A related moral system
that Arab intellectuals also adopted, given its links to social Darwinism,
was what was largely perceived as Victorianism. Victorian notions of
appropriate and shameful sexual behavior and its civilizational dimen-
sions would rank high in the thinking of these Arab intellectuals, not
least because such notions were the basis for judgment not only of non-
Europeans but also of late European Romantic art, literature, and poetry
constituting the “Decadent Movement,” which was often condemned
as “degenerate,” especially on account of its sexually explicit motifs, in-
cluding sadism, incest, sodomy, and lesbianism, and identified as “bar-
baric” and “primitive” in sensibility.* Thus, Orientalist depiction of Arab
sexual desires as of a different qualitative and quantitative order signify-
ing radical alterity would be countered by vigorous assimilationism on
the part of the Arab historians who insisted that Arab sexual desires were
not all that different from those of Europeans. Indeed, evidence would
be produced to demonstrate that when medieval or modern desires of
Arabs did deviate from Victorian ethics they were and are condemned
by the hegemonic Arab ethical system. In that Arab intellectuals resem-
bled their counterparts elsewhere in the colonized world. As Abdul R.
JanMohamed explains, third world peoples and metropolitan minorities
are caught between two positions: “on the one hand, there is a desire to
define one’s ethnic and cultural uniqueness against the pressures of the
majority culture and on the other hand an equally strong, if not stron-
ger, urge to abandon that uniqueness in order to conform to the hege-
monic pressures of the [white] liberal humanistic culture.”** He adds that

43. On Romantic decadence in literature and art, see Mario Praz’s classic, The Romantic Agony,
translated by Angus Davidson, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970). See also Max Nor-
dau, Degeneration (New York: Howard Fertig, 1968). Praz explicitly identifies Gabriele D’Annunzio,
one of the main figures of the Decadent movement who hails from southern Italy, as “a barbarian
and at the same time a ‘Decadent,” and there is lacking in him the temperate zone which, in the
present period of culture, is labeled ‘humanity,’” in Praz, Romantic Agony, 401. On the association
of Oscar Wilde with primitivism and barbarism, see Neville Hoad, “Wild(e) Men and Savages: The
Homosexual and the Primitive in Darwin, Wilde, and Freud” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University,
1998). It is hardly incidental that D’Annunzio was not considered a civilized Tuscan on account of
his Abruzzian origins while Wilde was but a mere Irishman.

44. Abdul R. JanMohamed, “Humanism and Minority Literature: Toward a Definition of Counter-
Hegemonic Discourse,” Boundary 2 12-13 (1984): 289.
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historically, this anxiety to be included is far stronger than the need to stress the dif-
ference. The traditional narcissism of a dominant white culture—that is, the culture’s
ability only to recognize man in its own image and its refusal to recognize the substan-
tial validity of any alterity—puts enormous pressure on Blacks and other minorities to
recreate themselves and their culture as approximate versions of the Western human-
ist tradition, as images that [white] “humanism” will recognize and understand.*

This assimilationist project is most pronounced in contemporary debates
among Arab intellectuals on the question of modernity and heritage
(turath). I will digress upon this debate briefly in order to contextualize
how the question of desire and civilization inhabits a developmentalist
temporal schema whose telos is assimilation into Europe. It is here that
the European concept of culture as category and object of thought is
most persistent.

The Time of the Arabs

Ever since Arab intellectuals and politicians, echoing European Oriental-
ists, coded the Napoleonic invasion of Egypt in 1798 as the inaugural
“shock” or “trauma” that “woke” them up, “alerted” them, or “spurred”
and “goaded” them from their “torpor” and long “sleep,” ushering them
into a world wherein the “challenge” of the West had to be faced, the
task they set themselves was to meet this challenge by “catching up”
with Europe.*® Perhaps Shakib Arsalan’s infamous question, “Why have
Muslims regressed [been delayed] and why have others progressed?”
which he posed in 1906, encapsulates this dilemma whose resolution is
still sought today.*” The dyad around which these debates have revolved
consists of turath (heritage) and modernity/ contemporariness. Should
one be abandoned in favor of the other, or should they be combined
in a variety of permutations that can ensure the sought-after “prog-
ress”? The answers provided in the last century and a half have varied in
simplicity and complexity but, all in all, have, according to those who
posited them, “failed” to achieve their stated goal: namely, “progress”
and “advancement.” As a result, these questions have not disappeared.

45. Ibid., 290.

46. The theme of waking up after long sleep itself echoes post-Enlightenment representations of
the European Renaissance as a waking up from torpor.

47. Shakib Arsalan, Limadha Ta’akhkhara al-Muslimun wa Limadha Taqaddama Ghayruhum [Why
Were the Arabs Delayed and Why Did Others Advance] (Beirut: Al-Hayat, 1975). For an important
analysis of these dilemmas in Arab intellectual production, see Abdallah Laroui’s classic, L’idéologie
arabe contemporaine (Paris: Fran¢ois Maspero, 1967).
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They continue to reinscribe themselves in Arab intellectual, cultural,
and political debates in the present moment. The contemporary Arab
intellectual, cultural, and political theater is teaming with individuals
and groups who claim to provide answers to this seemingly intractable
dilemma. In the forthcoming pages, I will limit my discussion to the
contemporary intellectual debates on the role of turath and modernity,
or more specifically, the role of turath in modernity in order to demon-
strate the continuing influence of Orientalist and colonial taxonomies
on Arab intellectual production.

The term turath refers today to the civilizational documents of knowl-
edge, culture, and intellect that are said to have been passed down from
the Arabs of the past to the Arabs of the present. It constitutes the living
compendium of the past in the present. It is in a sense a time traveler.
Yet despite its strong associations with a certain past, turath is a modern
Arabic term that did not exist as such in the past. When the term was
used until the late nineteenth century, it referred to financial inheri-
tance or legacy.*® Turath as a concept is then first and foremost a prod-
uct of twentieth-century modernity, where, or more precisely, when it is
located as an epistemological anchor of the present in the past. We will
see below how the question of including and excluding certain sexual
desires from turath will be crucial to this archival operation.

Whereas the concepts of turath and modernity are underlain by strong
temporal principles, time and space seem to define the stated goals of
those who want to resolve the relationship between them: namely, the
achievement of “tagaddum” (meaning progress, advancement, or more
accurately “in frontness”), and its corollary, the repudiation of “takhal-
luf” (meaning “backwardness” or more accurately “behindness”). Like
their English equivalents, these notions posit an other in front of whom
or behind whom one is located in time and space. Since the onset of
colonialism, the other for the “Arab” collective psyche, as it has been for
the rest of Asia and Africa, has been and continues to be the “West.”

Although the contemporary discourse on the relationship between
turath and modernity is punctuated with European Enlightenment terms

48. For premodern dictionaries, see Muhammad bin Mukarram ibn Manzur, Lisan al-‘Arab (Bei-
rut: Dar Sadir, 1990), vol. 2, 200-1, where turath is used as the inheritance of money or of a family
name. There is no entry for turath in al-Fayruzabadi, Al-Qamus Al-Muhit, see the recent edition (ed.
Dar Thya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi [Beirut, 1997]). Even the nineteenth-century dictionary Muhit al-Muhit,
which was compiled by Butrus al-Bustani and published in 1870, explains Turath as financial inheri-
tance from the father, see Butrus al-Bustani, Muhit al-Muhit, Qamus Mutawwal Lil-Lughah al-‘Arabi-
yyah (Beirut: Maktabat Lubnan Nashirun, 1987), 964. On the history of the use of the term “turath,”
see Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri, Al-Turath wa al-Hadathah, Dirasat wa Munaqashat [Heritage and Mo-
dernity: Studies and Debates] (Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al-Wihdah al-‘Arabiyyah, 1991), 21-24.
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like “reason,” “rationality,” “science,” “scientificity,” “secularism,” “light,”
and “darkness,” I will focus my discussion on the centrality of certain
temporal notions that this discourse deploys, such as regression, lag, back-
wardness, evolution, evolutionary stages, stages of development, prog-
ress, advancement, retardation, and delay. Time, as we will see, is used
both as metaphor and as a marker. But what is the importance of time, its
movements and displacements in this discourse? What epistemological or
theoretical notions lay the foundations for this specific use of time in it?

It was in the wake of the 1967 Arab-Israeli War that new answers and
explorations of turath and modernity posed themselves. Ranging from
liberals and Marxists to nationalists and Islamists, this debate is character-
ized by what Syrian literary critic Jurj Tarabishi has termed the “trauma”
of defeat. The Islamist tracts continue unabated to offer an Islamist view
of Islam as the turath to which Arabs and Muslims must “return.” On
the secular side of the debate, it was Moroccan philosopher Abdallah
Laroui who stressed in 1974 the necessity of a historicist method that
insists on the acceptance by Arab intellectuals of their and their society’s
“cultural retardation.”* In his classic critique of contemporary Arab
ideology (published in 1967 before the June defeat) and its insistence
on a fictional historical continuity between the Arab past and the Arab
present, Laroui believed that only when the Arab nationalist state (in
reference to the republican nationalist regimes) becomes “I’état indus-
trialisé” will the Arabs be able to write a positivist history of their past
replacing their “ideological history.” This complete correspondence and
quasi-deterministic relationship between economy and culture is further
clarified in Laroui’s statement that when the aim of industrialization

is achieved, the modern history of the Arabs—the era of colonialism, the era of liberal-
ism, the era of industrialization—will be so important that it will be able to furnish a
substantive object to the positivist methods of history. The Arabs will then be in pos-
session of [historical] material comparable to that which Westerners have used at least
since the seventeenth century, and they will have to manipulate it in the same way as
Westerners have done.>®

He adds confidently that “this calm and unemotional method of reread-
ing history is still far from our gates. Here we will only be able to delin-
eate the conditions that will allow it one day to develop among us.”5!

49. Abdallah Laroui, The Crisis of the Arab Intellectual: Traditionalism or Historicism? (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1974). See especially his introduction, 1-10.

50. Laroui, L’idéologie arabe contemporaine, 106.

51. Ibid., 107.
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Positing the Western historical trajectory as the only course to reach
the telos of modernity, Laroui, while providing a scathing critique of
Arabic literary production since the Nahdah, wonders “whence does this
situation come, a situation that offers few opportunities for the creative
liberty of Arab authors? Why are we not able to understand [our] struc-
tural retardation and its simultaneous reflection-complement, namely,
superstructural retardation?” He answers his own query by affirming,
albeit ambivalently, that

perhaps this depends, in the end, on the dimensions of this retardation? The larger
this retardation, the more impossible its compensation on all levels . . . For the essen-
tial difference between [Ahmad] Shawqi [a modernizing Egyptian poet] and Pushkin,
the real reason for their unequal value, is perhaps the result of the fact that the former
lived in an epoch when the West was still young and conscious and having later—at
the moment when the latter awoke to the world—Ilost its liberty, sincerity, and con-
science; and that after it had lost them and had lost the dialectic as well as the secret
of expression, it made us lose them on the same occasion.>?

Laroui’s philosophical approach and the evolutionary thesis of his proj-
ect are everywhere in evidence today. As for the grand Marxist critiques
of the 1970s elaborated by Lebanese Husayn Muruwwah®?* and Syrian
Tayyib Tizini,>* they were to be replaced by a new “epistemological” ap-
proach championed by newcomer Moroccan philosopher Muhammad
‘Abid al-Jabiri, whose 1980 introductory critique in Nahnu wa al-Turath
(We and Turath)>® culminated in his four-volume Naqd al-‘Aql al-‘Arabi
(Critique of Arab Reason) in the mid- to late 1980s (vol. 4 was pub-
lished in 2001), where he offered a reassessment of furath based on what
he calls a “contemporary” reading of it rather than a “turathist” one.
Al-Jabiri’s project has elicited rich and multifaceted debates in Arabic
magazines, journals, and newspapers as well as in whole books dedi-
cated to responding to him. Other contributors to this debate include
Syrian intellectual ‘Aziz al-‘Azmah, Egyptian philosopher Hasan Hanafi,
Lebanese writer “Ali Harb, Syrian political scientist Burhan Ghalyun, and
Jurj Tarabishi, to name but a few.

52. Ibid., 208-9.

53. Husayn Muruwwah, Al-Naza ‘at al-Madiyyah fi al-Falsafah al-‘Arabiyyah al-Islamiyyah [Materi-
alist Tendencies in Arab-Islamic Philosophy], 2 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Farabi, 1979).

54. Tayyib Tizini, Min al-Turath ila al-Thawrah [From Heritage to Revolution], 2nd ed. (Beirut:
Dar ibn Khaldun, 1978).

55. Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri, Nahnu wa al-Turath, Qira’at Mu‘asirah fi Turathina al-Falsafi [We
and Heritage: Contemporary Readings in Our Philosophical Heritage], 6th ed. (Beirut: al-Markaz al-
Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 1993). The book was first published in 1980.

19



INTRODUCTION

One quickly discerns the absence of any discussion of the economic
in these debates. Whereas Arab revolutionary thought before 1967, like
its counterparts elsewhere in the third world, saw the lack of economic
development, as well as the systematic underdevelopment of the third
world by the West, as the main cause of its “backwardness” and lack of
“progress,” following the 1967 defeat the cultural encroaches into these
debates as the main cause of Arab “backwardness.” It is also in the realm
of the cultural that a solution to the puzzle of “progress” can be found.
By then, the limited experiments of “Arab socialism” were showing their
failures and the new ¢élites were abandoning any meaningful notion of
socialism in favor of capitalist ventures. While the trend of dependency
theory, especially the Samir Amin school, was popular among some in
the 1970s, quickly, the question of the economic was bracketed if not
abandoned altogether in favor of the cultural. One of the few voices
opposing such a bracketing was that of Lebanese communist thinker
Mahdi ‘Amil.s®

The two terms that make a ubiquitous appearance in these debates
on turath and modernity are takhalluf (retardation) and nukus. Nukus,
which means regression, like its English counterpart also has the spatial
significance of recoil or retreat. As we will see, these temporal notions are
everywhere deployed both by al-Jabiri and his critics. Jurj Tarabishi’s psy-
choanalytic approach is one of the more sophisticated critiques within
these debates. Like the thinkers he criticizes, Tarabishi is unable to exit
from a colonial evolutionary schema whose origins is primitive infantil-
ism, disease, and backwardness and whose telos is adulthood, health, and
progress. It is in this vein that Tarabishi concludes that post-1967 Arab
intellectuals suffer from a group neurosis characterized by regression or
nuqusiyyah. The defeat of 1967 “uncovered” Arab political, economic,
technological, and cultural “lateness” or “delay” [“ta’akhkhur”].>” Tara-
bishi contrasts the erstwhile Arab intelligentsia, who until 1967 consti-
tuted an element of “renaissance” and “progress,” with the post-1967 in-
telligentsia, who in its majority positioned itself “inside the equation of
backwardness.”® Whereas Egyptian bellelettrist Taha Husayn had called
on the Arabs to accept modern civilization smiling and not frowning,
many Arab intellectuals today, Tarabishi tells us, face it “frowning,” an

56. Mahdi ‘Amil, Azmat al-Hadarah al-‘Arabiyyah Am Azmat al-Burjuwaziyyat al-‘Arabiyyah,
fourth printing [The Crisis of Arab Civilization; or, The Crisis of the Arab Bourgeoisies] (Beirut: Dar
al-Farabi, 1985). The book was first published in 1974.

57. Jurj Tarabishi, Al-Muthaqqafun al-‘Arab wa al-Turath: Al-Tahlil al-Nafsi Li-‘Usab Jama‘i [Arab In-
tellectuals and Heritage: A Psychoanalysis of Collective Neurosis] (London: Riyad al-Rayyis, 1991), 22.

58. Ibid., 11.
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attitude that constitutes a “retreat” or “apostasy” [riddah] to be described
as a “psychological epidemic.”* If this neurotic discourse ever becomes
the discourse of authority in the Arab world, Tarabishi fears, it would
guarantee for all Arabs a future of “darkness,” one that would not toler-
ate any “enlightened” people in its ranks. As neurosis is by definition an
expression of a struggle, according to Tarabishi, there are two battling
forces in the Arab psyche: the force that emphasizes the past and pushes
toward regression and another one that pushes toward resistance, con-
valescence and progress. Tarabishi’s project is to direct attention to this
unconscious neurotic mechanism in the hope that better opportunities
will arise for the elements of health to reassert themselves and defeat
illness.® Tarabishi’s diagnosis of neurosis is itself implicated in an evolu-
tionary narrative. In strict Freudian terms, neurosis is figured in develop-
mental terms: it is the fixation on a moment in infantile sexuality that
precludes a person from fully entering responsible adulthood. Tarabishi,
however, is undeterred. The 1967 War and the trauma it caused have
“arrested the development” of these intellectuals if not canceled it out
altogether [“ilgha’ al-numuw”].** The so-called “regression” of the Arabs
is described by him in almost voluntarist terms as taking the form of a
“boycott” or even a “strike” (“idrab”) against “development”!©?

Unlike al-Jabiri, who dismisses all modern Arab intellectual produc-
tion since the Nahdah through the present as a discourse that is inca-
pable of understanding reality “rationally,” Tarabishi believes that the
relationship between modern Arab thought, which reacted to the Na-
poleonic shock, and contemporary Arab thought, which reacted to the
June 1967 shock, is not a relationship of continuity and repetition as al-
Jabiri claims but rather one of a break and regression. Whereas al-Jabiri
believes that contemporary Arab thought retreats to the nineteenth cen-
tury and reproduces the same analytical mechanisms of the Nahdah,
Tarabishi believes that contemporary Arab thought does not regress to
the Nahdah, but rather is regressing “from it.”® While, according to Tara-
bishi, it is understandable that contemporary intellectuals pose the same
questions of the Nahdah—questions that are still unresolved—the an-
swers they provide are not more “advanced” than the Nahdah'’s answers,
rather, they are more “backward.”® It was not Arab thought that “devel-
oped” and “evolved” after the 1967 trauma, rather it was the “germ” of
neurosis and disease that was lodged in the consciousness of the Arabs

59. Ibid. Also see 61. 62. Ibid., 31.
60. Ibid., 12. 63. Ibid., 21, 52.
61. Ibid., 19. 64. Ibid., 21.
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that has “developed and evolved destroying the defenses of health.”
Here, it seems that it is Tarabishi who is “regressing” to a colonial medi-
cal discourse that once labeled the Ottoman Empire “the sick man.”
It is unclear if Tarabishi recommends to the contemporary Arab world
the same measures taken to “nurse” the Ottomans back to “health.”

Unlike al-Jabiri then who thinks this “disease” transcends the history
of the Arabs as having always existed, infecting their thought, nay their
very “reason,” Tarabishi insists on “historicizing” it, “periodizing” it,
and “specifying” it.®¢ His conclusion is that regression as the symptom
of this neurosis is in fact the time of neurosis, that regression is “the time
of contemporary Arab discourse.”®” The existence of al-Salafiyyah (or an-
cestrism, in reference to Islamist thought) as a current of Arab thought
is indicative of this disease. For al-Salafiyyah is nothing but “progress
through going backward.” ¢

Tarabishi still believes in the stages of modernization. For him, the
reason why the age of revolution failed in the Arab world is not the out-
come of economic or political failures, it is rather a result of its attempt
to skip the stage of a “philosophical” revolution in Arab thought with-
out even undergoing a theological revolution. This is precisely why, in
its attempt to burn several stages by skipping them, “Arab Revolutionary
Reason,” Tarabishi tell us, ended up burning itself. Karl Marx described
this general process:

One nation can and should learn from others. And even when a society has got upon the
right track for the discovery of the natural laws of its movement . . . it can neither clear
by bold leaps, nor remove by legal enactments, the obstacles offered by the succes-
sive phases of its normal development. But it can shorten and lessen the birth-pangs.®®

Echoing Marx without citing him, Tarabishi concludes that “in the mat-
ter of Reason, stages cannot be burned, although it might be possible
to abbreviate and compress them temporarily in light of the historical
experience of those who were ahead in civilizational take-off.””° He pro-
ceeds to say that from this phased “perspective of stages, the task of a
theological revolution is still listed on the work schedule of Arab Reason,

65. Ibid.

66. Ibid.

67. Ibid., 71.

68. Ibid., 76.

69. Karl Marx, preface to the first German edition, Capital, vol. 1, A Critical Analysis of Capitalist
Production, ed. Frederick Engels (New York: International Publishers, 1967), 10.

70. Jurj Tarabishi, Masa’ir al-Falsafah Bayna al-Masihiyyah wa al-Islam [Philosophy’s Destinies
between Christianity and Islam] (Beirut: Dar al-Saqi, 1998), 125.
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a revolution that is all the more needed today given the ‘rising’ of or
‘retreat’ to fundamentalism that the Arab world is witnessing.””*

As for al-Jabiri, he states that “as soon as the 1967 defeat took place,
[contemporary] Arab discourse began to regress backward not in order
to fortify itself in positions fortified by the spirit of revolutionary real-
ism . .. but rather to rely on the ruins of the past, reliving the dream of
the renaissance amidst the nightmare of defeat.”’? Al-Jabiri here is in-
voking another temporal problem; a dream, for psychoanalysis, is noth-
ing but wish fulfillment, a denial of sorts. It is a reaction-formation to
time but one that remains outside it.

Al-Jabiri defines turath as “all that is present in us or with us from
the past, whether our past or the past of others, whether it is [a] recent
or distant [past].””® This critic of “Arab Reason” further states that Arab
thought beginning with the Nahdah and through the present has been
characterized not by its “evolution” but rather by its lack of evolution; it
is therefore a static system of thought doomed to repeat itself—simply
marking time. He asserts that “there has been no real evolution in any of
the issues raised by the renaissance [Nahdah]” and that therefore “mod-
ern and contemporary Arab discourse have not registered any progress of
significance on any of its issues.””* Based on these sweeping statements,
al-Jabiri concluded in 1982 that “the time of modern and contemporary
Arab thought is a dead time, or one that can be treated as a dead time.””s
By 1984, his conclusion was amended: it was no longer modern and
contemporary Arab thought that has a dead time, it is “‘Arab culture,’
as it is the frame of reference of Arab reason . . . [which has] a ‘unitary
time’ [zaman wahid], since the time it was formed through the present,
[it is] a static time lived by the Arab of today the same way it was lived
by his ancestors in past centuries.”’® For “the time of Arab culture . . .
has remained the same since the age of recording, ruminating over itself,
and vacillating within the same ‘moment’ until it ended in stasis . . .
in ‘being frozen in tradition’ in all arenas.””” The time of Arab Reason
is further described as moving “inside a closed circle” thus becoming
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72. Muhammad °‘Abid al-Jabiri, Al-Khitab al-‘Arabi al-Mu‘asir, Dirasah Tahliliyyah Nagqdiyyah
[Contemporary Arab Discourse: A Critical and Analytic Study], fifth printing (Beirut: Markaz Dirasat
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al-‘Arabiyyah, 1984), 70.

77. Al-Jabiri, Takwin al-‘Aql al-‘Arabi, 334.
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“a repeated or iterated time . . . a dead time,” a time that “looks more
like the living dead.””® This is so because the Arabs, in the presence of
a powerful other, had a defensive reaction, one characterized by their
“heading toward the past” and maintaining strong “posterior positions”
to defend themselves.”

Al-Jabiri’s project is to oppose a “turathist view of turath” through
founding a “contemporary [‘Asriyyah] view of turath.” In doing so “we”
will avoid a “turathist view of the present.”® This will enable the emer-
gence of the “complete historical independence of the Arab self,” which
is freed from turathist and European authority and therefore inaugurate
a temporal movement toward modernity, which for al-Jabiri is both “the
Renaissance and the Enlightenment and the transcendence of both . . .
[through] rationality and democracy ... forif we donot practicerationality
in our turath and if we do not expose to scandal the origins of despotism
and its manifestations in this turath, we shall not succeed in establishing
a modernity that is particular to us, a modernity in which we should
plunge and through which we can enter contemporary “universal” mo-
dernity as actors and not simply as reactors.”#! For the Arabs, Renaissance,
Enlightenment, and modernity “do not constitute successive stages with
the latter succeeding the former, but for us it is interconnected and inter-
woven and synchronous within the current stage whose beginnings go
back a hundred years.”®* In this, al-Jabiri follows in Tarabishi'’s footsteps
with regard to the compression and abbreviation of evolutionary stages.

‘Aziz al-‘Azmah, another important participant in these debates, is
quite clear on the social Darwinist basis of the concept of time on which
many Arab intellectuals have relied. He analyzes the Spencerist influ-

78. Al-Jabiri, Takwin al-‘Aql al-‘Arabi, 342. For a critique of al-Jabiri’s notion of time, see ‘Ali Harb,
Mudakhalat, Mabahith Naqdiyyah Hawla A‘mal: Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri, Husayn Muruwwah, Hisham
Ju‘ayt, ‘Abd al-Salam bin ‘Abid al-Ali, Sa‘id bin Sa‘id [Interventions: Critical Studies on the World of
Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri, Husayn Muruwwah, Hisham Ju‘ayt, ‘Abd al-Salam bin “Abid al-‘Ali, Sa‘id
bin Sa‘id] (Beirut: Dar al-Hadathah, 1985), 37-43.
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ence on Arab evolutionist thinking since the Arab renaissance,® and
which continues today in both Islamist and “eclectic” thought (“Taw-
figi,” in reference to the currents that try to reconcile aspects of turath
with modernity). Much of Arab thought then, according to al-‘Azmah,
is based on a revivalist impulse underwritten by an evolutionary nar-
rative. Yet, this very perceptive critic of the social Darwinism of these
epistemologies cannot resist reinscribing it in his own. Thus, although
al-‘Azmabh is clear that the predominance of the current conflation be-
tween Islam and Arab nationalism, or at least the commitment to turath
and nationalism on the part of the Arab right and left is itself a response
to globalization,® he still asserts that espousing this position will not
guarantee our “movement to the level of civilized nations. For we live
in a world that is on the verge of the twenty-first century; capitalism—
the unifying system of the modern world—has entered a stage wherein
the possibility of juxtaposing distant times, and the synchronicity of
distant places has advanced . . .”® The interconnections of the world
can no longer allow for separation: “There is no absolute East and no
absolute West; and there is no complete separation between those ter-
ritories, states or nations that are completely backward and those that
are completely advanced.” In a world in which communism has been
defeated and exposed to the “savagery” of world capitalism, “if some of
us continue to establish a politics and a nationalism that are based on
nostalgia, on looking for a despot to rescue us, and if our political think-
ing was limited to imagining the idols of the past, praising and reveling
in them,” then, this would lead to “preventing us from being elevated
[al-irtiga’] . . . to the level of advanced nations.”8¢ The only way we can
be “elevated” is if “we” give up this illusory thinking and replace it with
“work and precise thinking” and if “we” sober up from our addiction
to “the pleasure in our [Arab] self” or to “the concept of the one homo-
geneous self” and “replace it with a consciousness of the complexity
of our society, its differences, and its temporalities.” He finally declares
that “we will not be able to ascend unless we sacrifice the pleasure of
escaping backwards and the nostalgia for what has passed . . .”% The “re-
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gressive” currents characterizing much of Arab thought since the 1970s,
according to al-‘Azmah, “promise us a return to backwardness.”

The Syrian Marxist Yasin al-Hafiz goes even further by dividing the
Arab world into different time zones. As such, these “regressive” trends
in Arab thought are not only the product of relatively modern Arabs
who are regressing reactively as a result of the 1967 defeat, it is also a
result of the recent domination of the less-backward Arabs by the more
backward Arabs: “Finally came the turn of the Bedouin traditionalist ide-
ology which instead of being carried on the back of camels, is being car-
ried on the back of petroleum barrels: the non-petrol Arab peoples, who
are remarkably less backward than the petrol peoples, are being sub-
jected to an ideological and cultural, not to mention political, pressure
and invasion, from the latter.”® Again, culture is the operative cause
for backwardness, albeit a culture backed by capital. Hafiz, however, is
not the first Arab thinker who subdivided the Arab world into different
temporal regions. Palestinian George Antonius had already done so in
his 1937 classic The Arab Awakening. In his discussion of the provisions
of the Sykes-Picot Agreement, which created the borders of the eastern
part of the Arab world, Antonius identified the “faults” of the agreement
by glancing at the map:

The population inhabiting [Syria, Irag, and the desert regions between them] is made
up of Arabic-speaking communities who had reached different stages of development,
those occupying . . . the coastal regions of the Mediterranean seaboard and the lower
basins of the Tigris and the Euphrates . . . being intellectually more advanced and
politically more developed than those, mainly nomadic, who lived in inland regions.

Antonius marvels at the “absurdity” of the provisions of the Sykes-Picot
Agreement, which would place Syria and Iraq under foreign administra-
tion while the inland regions, “whose population lagged far behind in
point of political experience and maturity,” would form independent
Arab states: “It was like putting the adults to school and sending the
pupils of the elementary classes out into the world.”*!

Antonius aside, these current culturalist debates are about political
development and evolution whose desired telos is Western democracy.
But even that might prove impossible. Jurj Tarabishi insists that the
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prerequisite to Western-style democracy is the development of a demo-
cratic “culture,” which he finds now lacking in the Arab world. Tarabi-
shi’s litmus test of a “democratic culture” among Arab intellectuals is
whether they would accept a “Muslim Luther” or an “Arab Voltaire.” If
Arab intellectuals cannot accept such a personage in their midst, how
could the Arab masses? “Can we accept another Salman Rushdie in our
midst?” he asks.?? Tarabishi is not being very original. His call for a Mus-
lim Luther is a nineteenth-century one, first suggested, as we saw earlier,
by Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, who fancied himself a Muslim Luther.”® In
insisting on an epistemology of evolutionary stages, Tarabishi recom-
mends that the Arab world institute limited procedural democracy fol-
lowing in the footsteps of nineteenth-century Europe. He realizes that
what he is recommending is a “democratic heresy.” This does not mean
that suffrage (which is universal among the adult population in those
Arab countries that have formal democratic procedures—including Ku-
wait more recently) should be limited to the propertied classes or to
men, as this would discriminate against women and the poor. Suffrage,
Tarabishi proposes, should be limited to the literate in order to defeat
the Islamists who promise to destroy democracy once democratically
elected and who will do so through their populist discourse, which ap-
peals to the increasing number of illiterate citizens in the Arab world.
This, it would seem, would not discriminate against women and the
poor, who by sheer coincidence happen to swell the illiterate ranks of
the Arab world as they do the rest of the third world!**

These are culturalist debates that allow no place for the economy
or capital. The reasons why Europe “modernized” are found in an im-
manent cultural realm, as are the reasons for why the Arabs “have not.”
What we discern in the above examples is a central temporal schema
whereby the Arabs are currently “late,” “delayed,” and “behind.” They
are late in their movement toward modernity, seen as the time of “de-
mocracy,” and are located behind “Europe” and its American extension,
seen as the site of “democracy.” The reasons for this distressing temporal
and spatial location are cultural in origins, and the only way to tran-
scend them is by transcending them culturally. What is needed, then,
is a culturalist schema that can accelerate the stage of development of

92. Jurj Tarabishi, Fi Thaqafat al-Dimugqratiyyah [On Democratic Culture] (Beirut: Dar al-Tali‘ah,
1998), 18.

93. See Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, The Truth about the Neicheri Sect and an Explanation of the
Neicheris, in An Islamic Response to Imperialism: Political and Religious Writings of Sayyid Jamal ad-Din
al-Afghani, ed. Nikki Keddie (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), 171.

94. Tarabishi, Fi Thaqafat, 25.
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the Arabs to one that is contemporaneous with Europe and a schema
that locates them adjacent to, rather than trailing behind, Europe. These
ideas are not much unlike those espoused by American neoconserva-
tives and the policies of the administration of George W. Bush toward
Arab (and Muslim) countries.

When capital enters the picture in these debates, it does so as a sub-
sidiary of culture or one that is parallel to it. Mahdi ‘Amil, being one of
the few intellectuals who saw a role for capital in all this, asserts that
what such intellectuals postulate is an “evolutionary crisis, a crisis of
transition from the past to the present or rather the transition of the
past to the present.” Time in such a discourse, insisted ‘Amil, is “but the
movement of this essence called Arab civilization.”*® For ‘Amil, who was
criticizing the premise of a 1974 conference in Kuwait on the “crisis of
Arab civilization,” the so-called “backwardness” of Arab society of which
the participants spoke is based on a central problematic: for them, the
“backwardness” of the present is a result of the insistence of the past
to remain within it. ‘Amil counters that it is the present, not the past,
which is culpable, as the present causes the past to remain within it, not
vice versa.” For him, the crisis was not one faced by Arab “civilization”
but by the Arab bourgeoisies.

Perhaps, these contemporary intellectuals are heeding the historicist
advice given to them almost three decades ago by Abdallah Laroui:

To understand the historical process is to understand both oneself and others in a
temporal perspective; it is to conceive of tested and effective courses of action. To the
extent that Arab intellectuals . . . have a non-evolutionary conception of reality, so will
all collective action in the Arab milieu be deprived of a constant and definite orienta-
tion; and so will politics, in the noble sense of the word, be reduced to the level of
short-sighted maneuvering subservient to egotistical interests.””

All the same, these temporal notions are being deployed, like the
theories that postulated them in the first place, without providing a nar-
rative history of international capital. Instead, there is now a new and
hegemonic practice that has pervaded contemporary Arab intellectual
discourse as well as other intellectual discourses across the globe: recod-
ing capitalism as “civilizing mission” (“tagaddum” and “tamaddun”),

95. ‘Amil, Azmat al-Hadarah al-‘Arabiyyah Am Azmat al-Burjuwaziyyat al-‘Arabiyyah, 22-23.
96. Ibid., 43-65.
97. Laroui, Crisis of the Arab Intellectual, ix.
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otherwise known as imperialism, or as “development” (“tatawwur” or
“tanmiyyah”), otherwise known as neocolonialism, or finally as “de-
mocracy,” otherwise known as globalization.”® Whereas in the age of
high imperialism, “progress” for most Arab intellectuals meant “renais-
sance,” or Nahdah, and in the neocolonial period it meant “revolution,”
today, in the age of globalization, “progress” for many among them
means Western-style “democracy.” Note that only in the final phase do
Arab intellectuals espouse the same vocabulary espoused by the ideo-
logues of the globalization of capital.

What is unchanging then in Arab debates today is not the “regres-
sive” nature of Arab intellectual discourse nor of turath or its influence
on Arab culture—as both turath and its influence, as we will see in the
course of this book, have been subjected to myriad interpretations since
the Arab “Renaissance” through revolutionary nationalism and Marxist
thinking and the current “epistemological” debates. What remains con-
stant then is a commitment to an evolutionary temporal schema that
recognizes change only within the dyad of turath and modernity. Contra
al-Jabiri and in line with Theodor Adorno and Max Horheimer’s view of
Enlightenment as myth, what is needed—not only for Arab intellectuals
but especially for their European counterparts—is a view of turath and
modernity that is located outside this dualism, one that is not subject to
their temporal peregrinations.”

European and Arab Desires

One of the consequences of accepting Orientalist taxonomies and judg-
ment of Arab cultural production during the Ottoman period as “deca-
dent” is the almost total neglect of that period of Arab history by Nah-

98. See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A Critique of Post-Colonial Reason: Towards a History of the
Vanishing Present (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), 354.
99. Here Abdallah Laroui’s 1970 words are still worth citing:

One could maintain that any hermeneutic tending to relativize Western culture is an indirect
result of the infringement of extra-European cultures on the consciousness of Europe. But as
yet, apart from circumstantial writings, we can accredit to no great name of the extra-European
world any radical critique of the fundamental European ideology: rationalism applied to nature,
man, and history . . . Yet between Europe and non-Europe there is a conflict, open or concealed.
Will this conflict one day give rise to such a critique? If this should happen, we can at least be
sure that Europeans and non-Europeans together will assist in its formulation.

Laroui, Crisis of the Arab Intellectual, 126. On Enlightenment as myth, see Max Horkheimer and
Theodor Adorno, The Dialectic of Enlightenment (New York: Continuum, 1972).
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dah and post-Nahdah Arab scholarship. This neglect extends to Arabic
poetry produced in the period. Khaled El-Rouayheb, who has completed
a recent study on the subject, notes that

anyone approaching this period in the history of Arabic poetry is confronted with a
remarkable dearth of secondary studies. This lack of interest stands in stark contrast
to the abundance of extant poetry . . . What seems to have been lacking so far is not
source-material but modern scholarly interest. This lack of interest presumably derives
from the apparently still influential assumption that there was not much interesting
or original Arabic poetry produced between 1500 and 1800. From the nineteenth
century onwards, historians of Arabic literature have tended to dismiss the period be-
tween 1500 and 1800 as one of cultural stagnation or decadence (inhitat). However,
it is still difficult to see how such an assessment can be justified in the absence of any
serious study of the poetic output of the period.'

El-Rouayheb cites the few and rare existing summaries of the poetry of
the period and notes that the authors of these few studies “give their read-
ers the impression that the love poetry of the period usually portrayed a
female beloved.” In contrast, El-Rouayheb’s study found that “the por-
trayed beloved was often, and perhaps most often, a male youth,” and
not a woman.'"

El-Rouayheb maintains that “much if not most of the extant love po-
etry of the period is pederastic in tone, portraying an adult male poet’s
passionate love for a teenage boy.”'°2 This does not mean that what we
know today as “homosexuality” was widespread, as many Orientalist
observers usually affirm. El-Rouayheb is careful in his assessment that
“Arabic-Islamic culture on the eve of modernity lacked the concept of
‘homosexuality,” and that writings from this period do not evince the
same attitude towards all aspects of what we would be inclined to call
homosexuality today.” ! Indeed, as the evidence that El-Rouayheb sug-
gests, there are no indications in the literature of the period that any-
one thought that those men who either wrote love poems to youthful
boys or those who had sexual intercourse with men, whether active or
passive, were exclusively “homosexual.” No commentator thought their
desires for men or boys excluded desires for women. It is important to

100. Khaled El-Rouayheb, “The Love of Boys in Arabic Poetry of the Early Ottoman Period,
1500-1800,” Middle Eastern Literatures 8, no.1 (2005): 3.

101. Ibid., 4.

102. Khaled El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality in the Arab-Islamic World, 1500-1800 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2005), 1.

103. Ibid.
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insist that not only did the concept of homosexuality itself not exist but
also that if exclusive “homosexual” male desire as such existed at all, it
was not the main topic of discourse. What was discussed was the “love
of boys” and “sodomy,” neither of which indicated any exclusivity and
at best gestured towards a hierarchy of preferences that was deployed
in a certain period (youth), and changed in others (adulthood or old
age). It should be emphasized here that those who wrote love poetry
to youthful boys did not necessarily practice sodomy. In fact, there are
many indications that the pious religious scholars who would observe
the accepted interpretation that Islam prohibited sodomy did not com-
mit the act but saw no contradiction between the prohibition on sod-
omy and falling in love with youthful boys. Such infatuation and the
poetry that expressed it did not always, or even often, as El-Rouayheb
demonstrates, seek sexual consummation, which was not seen as the
telos of the expressed desires. Distinctions were indeed made between
sodomy, which was prohibited theologically, and expressing love for
youthful boys, which did not carry such prohibitions.

Egyptian educator and author Rifa’ah al-Tahtawi—the imam for a
number of scholars dispatched by Egypt’s ruler Muhammad ‘Ali to learn
the sciences of the French and acquire their knowledge (he was imposed
on the educational mission by al-Azhar’s educational establishment)—
wrote a chronicle of his travels, which lasted from 1826 until 1830. In
his description of his sojourn in France, al-Tahtawi commented on the
habits and traits of the French in a protoanthropological fashion. He
had undertaken the writing of his book on the advice of his friends and
relatives, especially his mentor Shaykh Hasan al-‘Attar (1766-1835),
“who adores hearing about wondrous news and reading about strange
traditions [athar].” Al-‘Attar, who incidentally wrote love poetry about
youthful boys, urged al-Tahtawi to write an account of his travels so
that “it can remain as a guide for traveling to [France] for those seeking
travel, especially so, as since the beginning of time until now, there has
never appeared in the Arabic language anything about the history of the
city of Paris . . . or about its conditions or the condition of its inhabit-
ants.”!* In this important book, which he titled Takhlis al-Ibriz fi Talkhis
Bariz (The Extrication of Gold in Summarizing Paris) and which he pub-

104. Rifa‘ah al-Tahtawi, Takhlis al-Ibriz fi Talkhis Bariz Aw Al-Diwan al-Nafis bi-Iwan Bariz [The
Extrication of Gold in Summarizing Paris, or the Valuable Collection in the Drawing Room of Paris],
in Al-A*mal al-Kamilah of Rifa‘ah al-Tahtawi, ed. Muhammad ‘Tmarah (Beirut: al-Mu’assassah al-
‘Arabiyyah lil-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 1973), vol. 2, 10-11. The book was originally published in 1834
and was based on al-Tahtawi’s travels to France in 1826. The book was republished in 1849 and
again in 1905.
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lished in 1834 in Cairo, al-Tahtawi offered comparisons of the best and
worst traits of the French with regards to sociosexual habits with those
of Egypt and the Arabs. Echoing some of al-Jabarti’s observations, he
began by stating that among the traits of the French was “their spend-
ing money on the needs of the soul and on satanic desires, their play
and games, as they are extremely extravagant. Their men are also slaves
to their women and under their command, whether they are pretty or
not . . . The Franks also do not suspect the worst in their women, al-
though [the latter’s] lapses are many, as a man among them, even from
their nobility, when his wife’s debauchery [fujur] is proved to him, he
leaves her altogether, and separates from her forever.” ' However, this is
not to say that al-Tahtawi found everything reprehensible in Paris:

One of the better things among their traits, which truly resemble the traits of Bed-
ouins [‘Arab], is their lack of predilection for the love of male juveniles or for writing
rhapsodies for them, as this is one thing that is never mentioned among them and
which their natures and morality reject. And, one of the better attributes of their lan-
guage and poetry is its refusal of the flirtation of one kind with the same kind [jins],
for it is not allowed in the French language for a man to say, “I have fallen for a male
juvenile [‘ashiqtu ghulaman],” as this is considered abhorrent speech . . . which is why
if one of them translated one of our books, he would twist the words to say, “I have
fallen for a youthful girl,” or he would get rid of the sentence altogether, as they see
in this a corruption of morals, and they are right, as one of the two kinds [of people]
has in those who are not of his kind a characteristic to which he is inclined just like the
attraction of a magnet to iron, for example, or that of electricity to attract objects, and
the like, as, if the same kind united, this characteristic would disappear, and it [this
kind] would have departed from the natural state. For them, this would be one of the
worst abominations [fawahish], so much that they have rarely mentioned it openly in
their books but rather eschew it as much as possible, and one never hears conversa-
tion about it in the first place.’%

105. Ibid., 78.

106. Ibid. Note how his use of the term “jins,” which would acquire the meaning “sex” in the
twentieth century, means “kind.” He never uses it to designate sexual relations or coitus. It is actu-
ally used to refer to the French popular militia as the “alkhafar al-jinsi” (207). Also, he uses the plural
of jins, “ajnas” in a conventional way when referring to different ethnic groupings (256). Note also
that when he speaks of “desire and progeny” in his later book Al-Murshid al-Amin Lil-Banat wa al-
Banin [The Safe Guide to Girls and Boys], he never uses the word jins to designate males and females
but simply addresses the permitted pleasure within their marital relationship and desire for reproduc-
tion. See his Al-Murshid al-Amin Lil-Banat wa al-Banin [The Safe Guide to Girls and Boys], in Al-A“mal
al-Kamilah of Rifa‘ah al-Tahtawi, ed. Muhammad ‘Tmarah (Beirut: al-Mu’assassah al-‘Arabiyyah lil-
Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 1973), vol. 2, 318. This book was first published in 1873, the year of al-Tahtawi’s
death. Similarly, Butrus al-Bustani, in his 1852 speech on the education of women, used the term
jins also in the sense of kind, when he referred to women (but not to men), see his “Khitab fi Ta‘lim
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Still, however, the question of women’s infidelity nagged at him:

Among their worse traits: the dearth of chastity among many of their women, as al-
ready mentioned, and the lack of jealousy among their men compared to the jealousy
of Muslim men . . . how is this so when adultery [zina] for them is a vice and a shame
but not a primary sin/guilt [dhunub], especially with regards to the unmarried man . . .
Generally speaking, this city, like the rest of France’s cities and the rest of the great coun-
tries of the Franks [Europeans], is charged with abominations [fawahish], innovations
[bida], and perdition [dalalat], although the city of Paris is the wisest city of the entire
world and the home of world-based [barraniyyah] science and is the French Athens.'?”

This does not mean that the French have no sense of sexual honor
(“ird”) as Arabs do: “It should not be thought of them that they have
no sexual honor because of their lack of jealousy of their women, as
sexual honor appears in this context more than in any other. As even
though they might lack jealousy, once they know of anything suspi-
cious about their women, they become the most evil of people to them
[the women], to themselves, and to those who have betrayed them with
their women. The thing is that they simply err in handing over leader-
ship to women [in their interactions with them].”1%

On the question of public nudity, France seemed to be slightly “safer”
as far as hiding people’s genitals from the eyes of onlookers was con-
cerned, specifically in its public baths, but the French bath experience
proved less “pleasurable” than the Egyptian: “Public baths in Paris are
diverse, and in fact are cleaner than Egypt’s baths, although Egypt’s baths
are more beneficial and better built, and are better in general. The bath-
house in Paris has a number of private spaces in each of which there is a
copper tub big enough for one person only, and in others there may be
two tubs, but they do not have one general tub as in Egypt. But this is a
safer habit as far as the pudenda [al-‘awrah] are concerned, as there is no
way a person can look at the pudenda of his companion. Even the pri-
vate spaces that contain two tubs have a curtain separating them. There
is no pleasure, however, in going into these tubs as there is in going into
the baths [of Egypt], as one never perspires in them, for there is only heat
inside the tub, but never in the private space around it, although one

al-Nisa’” [Speech on the Education of Women] (Beirut: A‘mal al-Jam‘iyyah al-Suriyyah, 1852), repro-
duced in Fakhri, Al-Harakat al-Fikriyyah, 183-97. This indicates a sort of transitional period before
jins would acquire its modern meaning of designating both two kinds of humans and coitus between
them. On the etymology of the word “jins” as sex, see chapter 3.

107. Al-Tahtawi, Takhlis al-Ibriz fi Talkhis Bariz Aw Al-Diwan al-Nafis bi-Iwan Baris, 78-79.

108. Ibid., 257.
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could order a steam bath which they would prepare for him, but at extra
cost than the usual.”'® Al-Tahtawi is careful to provide a class angle in
assessing women’s chastity. He clearly observed the difference between
bourgeois sexual mores and those of the aristocracy and the poor. He
observes that “chastity captures the hearts” of the “women of the mid-
dle classes, except for the women of the nobility and of the riffraff.” 1

Many of al-Tahtawi’s views are echoed by the Moroccan traveler Mu-
hammad bin ‘Abdullah al-Saffar, who undertook a short visit (lasting a
mere fifty days) to France, and especially Paris, in the winter of 1845-
1846.1" Al-Saffar does make a passing reference to al-Tahtawi’s account,
from which he seemed to borrow many details.!’> While al-Saffar seemed
more impressed with many aspects of Paris and had a higher opinion
than al-Tahtawi of Parisian women, he was appalled at the Parisian prac-
tice (which he also remarked in Marseilles!'?) of urinating in the streets,
against walls and corners, even though there existed public cubicles for
urination,'* and was disgusted at the free flow of urine in the streets of
Paris (reminiscent of al-Jabarti’s remarks about the personal hygiene and
toilet habits of the French).!’> Regarding sexual desire, al-Saffar, like al-
Tahtawi, did remark with surprise that

for them, only flirtation, rhapsody, and courtship with women exist, for they are not
inclined toward young men [ghilman] and juveniles, as for them this is a great shame
and merits punishment, even though it be with mutual consent. This is contrary to
the way they regard loving women and intercourse [khilwah] with them. For if they
both consent to it, no one interferes with them.''¢

Khaled El-Rouayheb remarks that al-Tahtawi’s views “should clearly
be considered against the background of the kind of love poetry written
in Egypt in Tahtawi’s own time. The poetry of the prominent eighteenth-
and early nineteenth-century Egyptian poets . . . was overwhelmingly
pederastic.” He adds that as

109. Ibid., 127.

110. Ibid., 258.

111. Al-Shaykh Muhammad bin ‘Abdullah al-Saffar, Al-Rihlah al-Titwaniyyah ila al-Diyar al-Fi-
ransiyyah 1845-1846 [The Tetouanite Journey to the Country of the French, 1845-1846], ed. Umm
Salma (Titwan: Matba‘at al-Haddad Yusuf Ikhwan, 1995). He stayed in Paris proper from 28 Decem-
ber 1845 until 16 February 1846. See ibid., 107.

112. Ibid., 57.

113. Ibid., 37.

114. Ibid., 69.

115. Ibid., 94.

116. Ibid., 95.
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indicated by Tahtawi’s remarks, European Arabists in the early nineteenth century
disapproved of this theme in Arabic love-poetry, and sought to conceal its very exis-
tence. At around the same time as Tahtawi was in Paris, the great British Arabist Ed-
ward Lane was in Egypt, collecting material for his seminal An Account of the Manners
and Customs of the Modern Egyptians. Lane, who also produced a heavily bowdlerized
version of The Arabian Nights, clearly considered pederasty to be an unmentionable
vice, and had nothing to say about the phenomenon in his Account.!’

Some Arab poets continued to write love poetry for youthful boys dur-
ing the nineteenth century.!’® The last one to do so was perhaps Hafiz
Ibrahim (1872-1932), who in 1906 wrote at least one poem about a
young handsome soldier, singing his praises and wishing he would add
his sword to those defending Egypt against the British. The poem did
not contain any expression of sexual desire.'”” Most remarkable about
the transformation of Arabic literature since the late nineteenth century
is that ghazal poetry for youthful boys or men disappeared completely as
a poetic genre or subgenre, as no major or minor poet (except for a few
marginal poets), wrote verses expressing erotic love toward young or old
men in twentieth-century Arabic poetry.'?°

Indeed, within a few decades of al-Tahtawi’s and al-Saffar’s accounts,
not only would surprise at the sexual desires of Europeans and frank
discussion of the desires of Arabs dissipate among Arab writers, but these
bewildered views themselves would become surprising to later genera-
tions of the Arab intelligentsia. The explicit and frank discussions of
matters sexual by nineteenth-century Lebanese writer Ahmad Faris al-
Shidyaq (who himself complained that medieval Arab men’s practices
of polygamy and taking concubines was one of the reasons for the de-
struction of the medieval Arabs, as it did the Greeks, the Persians, and

117. El-Rouayheb, “The Love of Boys,” 16.

118. El-Rouyheb, Before Homosexuality, 157.

119. See Hafiz Ibrahim, Diwan Hafiz Ibrahim [The Collection of the Poetry of Hafiz Ibrahim],
ed. Ahmad Amin, Ahmad al-Zayn, and Ibrahim al-Abyari (Beirut: Muhammd Amin Damaj, 1969),
part 1, 247-48.

120. The rare exception is Iraqi professor of Arabic literature ‘Abd al-Razzaq Muhyi al-Din (1910—
83), who also wrote and published poems in Iraqi and Lebanese newspapers. Muhyi al-Din wrote a
poem in 1932 which he published in Lebanon titled “Kurrat al-Sallah aw ‘ala Lawhat al-Sabburah”
[Basketball; or, On the Chalkboard), which expresses the erotic love and yearning of a male teacher
towards one of his male students. The poem, which was included in his posthumously published
collection of poetry, is identified by the editor as having been written by Muhyi al-Din “on behalf”
of a teacher friend of his. See ‘Abd al-Razzaq Muhyi al-Din, Diwan al-Qasa’id [Collected Poems], ed.
Dr. Muhammad Husayn ‘Ali al-Saghir (Amman: Dar Usamah lil-Nashr wa al-Tawzi‘, 2000), 51-53.
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male student that still flourished in Ottoman times. See El-Rouyheb, Before Homosexuality, 34-36.
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the Romans'??), for example, would soon be condemned by fin-de-sie-
cle literary historians. Major turath compiler and historian Jurji Zaydan
had the following to say in 1902 about Shidyaq’s 1855 magnum opus
Al-Saq ‘ala al-Saq (One Leg over Another), in his biography of famous
nineteenth-century personages:

We cannot proceed beyond our description of the book of the Fariyag [One Leg over
Another] before mentioning something that we had hoped God would spare us look-
ing into, namely, that he [Shidyaq] had mentioned in that book terms and expres-
sions intended to express bawdiness [mujun] but went beyond its limits so much so
that no man of letters could recite it without wishing that it had not occurred to our
Shaykh and that he had not included it in his book in order to steer the pens of writers
away from what would cause a young man, not to mention a virgin [girl], to blush
[khajal].'22

Half a century later, the bewilderment would be of a different order al-
together. If Zaydan waxed Victorian about the use of sexual expressions
in printed matter, Tawfiq al-Tawil, a mid-twentieth-century historian of
Sufism in Egypt, questioned in his 1946 book about the subject the very
credibility of earlier accounts of desire altogether: “There is no better
indication of the spread of sexual deviance among those people [Sufis]
than the amazement of Rifa‘ah al-Tahtawi when he traveled to France
that he did not find this illness widespread among its people, as if its
being widespread was the natural thing, and that it was unnatural that
it was not widespread among the people.”!? But if al-Tawil expressed
horror that al-Tahtawi thought “sexual deviance” was not an “illness,”
that he expected it would be widespread, and that this would be the
“natural thing,” half a century later al-Tawil’s view would become so
dominant that Jurj Tarabishi, in a Western liberal moment of exaspera-
tion on matters sexual, would measure the “failure” of contemporary
Arab “civilization” to advance by its levels of sexual tolerance, as Arab

121. Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq, Kanz al-Ragha’ib fi Muntakhabat al-Jawa’ib [The Treasure of Wishes
in the Selection of Articles from Jawa’ib magazine] (Istanbul, 1871-72), part 1, 90, cited by Majid
Fakhri, Al-Harakat al-Fikriyyah, 81-82.

122. Tarajim Mashahir al-Sharq fi al-Qarn al-Tasi‘ “‘Ashar [The Biographies of Famous People of the
Orient in the Nineteenth Century] (Cairo: Al-Hilal, 1910), vol. 2, 90. This was the second edition of
the book which was first published in 1910.

123. Tawfiq al-Tawil, Al-Tasawwuf fi Misr ibban al-‘Asr al-‘Uthmani [Sufism in Egypt during the
Ottoman Age] (Cairo: Al-Hay’ah al-Misriyyah al-‘Amah lil-Kitab, 1988), 157. The book was first
published in 1946 by Maktabat al-Adab in Alexandria. I would like to thank Khaled al-Rouayheb for
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“backwardness” for him is marked by the denial of “democracy in sexual
relations (and here I am limiting myself to heterosexual [ghayriyyah]
relationships without venturing to address homosexual [mithliyyah]
ones).”12* Tarabishi’s views, as will become clear, are commensurate not
with the prevailing ideas in the contemporary Arab world but with those
prevailing in the contemporary West.

Orientalism and Sexual Rights

It is in the realm of the emergent agenda of sexual rights that made
its appearance in the United States and other Western countries in the
late 1960s and began to be internationalized in the 1980s and 1990s
that talk of sexual practices in the rest of the world, including the Arab
world, would be introduced to the international human rights agenda
and would be coupled with notions of “civilized” and “uncivilized” be-
havior. This incitement to discourse on sexual rights outside the United
States and Western Europe necessitated that human rights organizations
and advocates incorporate existing anthropological knowledge of the
non-Western world.'” This was central for the purpose of construct-
ing the human subjects—or, more precisely, objects—of human rights
discourse (see chapter 3). In the course of such “international” human
rights activism, two prime victims of human rights violations in Arab
countries emerged and/or were created: women and “homosexuals.”
While the premodern West attacked the world of Islam’s alleged sexual
licentiousness, the modern West attacks its alleged repression of sexual
freedoms. The horror of “honor” crimes taking the life of a quarter of
all women murdered in Jordan, for example, would take a life of its own
with special reports on American television networks and popular books
by alleged native informants. Yet no special television programs on
U.S. networks investigated the fact that at least one-third of all women
murdered in the United States are murdered by their boyfriends or hus-
bands.'? Nor were these comparisons made when exhibiting real and
imaginary Arab “honor” crimes for television viewers.
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If Orientalists and anthropologists depicted the sexual practices of Ar-
abs with keen interest in the sexual desires of Arab men, many Western
writers and tourists as mentioned above would travel to Arab countries
to fulfill their desires for Arabs. As I will discuss in chapter 3, gay tourism
to Morocco and Egypt, as well as the large number of gay men in the
diplomatic corps of Western embassies, in the local offices of Western
newspapers, and on the staffs of Western NGOs stationed in the Arab
world, has continued that tradition. The history of that tourism is itself
instructive of how the issue of “culture” and colonial and neocolonial
power interact. Joseph Boone remarked in the case of Morocco that

given the reality of the homosexual persecution that drove a number of Europeans
and Americans to settle in Tangier, | do not mean to undervalue the degree to which
these enclaves created self-affirming communities impossible elsewhere or to overlook
the degree to which these expatriate colonies, however privileged in their trappings,
sometimes allowed for the emergence of desires and practices that resisted the domi-
nant Western erotology of romantic coupling. But the “sanctuary of non-interference”
that [William S.] Burroughs applauds depended on certain historical and economic
factors of Western colonialism that perpetuated degrees of exploitation potentially
as objectionable as the experience of marginalization and harassment that sent these
Western voyagers abroad in the first place.'?”

Boone adds that “in those narratives where the occidental traveler, by
virtue of his homosexuality, is already the other, we have seen how the
presumed equivalence of Eastern homosexuality and occidental personal
liberation may disguise the specter of colonial privilege and exploitation
encoded in the hierarchy of white man/brown boy.”'?® It is in this con-
text of continued Western sex tourism and increasing anthropological
attention to same-sex practice among men in the Arab world that West-
ern human rights groups began to pay special attention to the violation
of the “rights” of “homosexuals” in Arab countries.

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak has recently noted that the “idea of hu-
man rights . . . may carry within itself the agenda of a kind of social
Darwinism—the fittest must shoulder the burden of righting the wrongs
of the unfit—and the possibility of an alibi. Only a ‘kind of’ social Dar-
winism, of course. Just as ‘the white man'’s burden,” undertaking to civi-
lize and develop, was only ‘a kind of’ oppression. It would be silly to
footnote the scholarship that has been written to show that the latter
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may have been an alibi for economic, military, and political interven-
tion.”!? As I will demonstrate in chapter 3, the goal can also be and
often is one of ethical and epistemic normalization. Spivak is clear that
“colonialism was committed to the education of a certain class. It was
interested in the seemingly permanent operation of an altered normal-
ity. Paradoxically human rights and ‘development’ work today cannot
claim this self-empowerment that high colonialism could. Yet, some
of the best products of high colonialism, descendants of the colonial
middle class, become human rights advocates in the countries of the
South.”13% As the examples of chapter 3 will show, the collusion between
middle- and upper-class native informants and diasporic members of
the national group in question on the one side, and the Western human
rights groups and organizations on the other, makes it clear that it is
not only a Eurocentric culture that is being universalized, but a culture
that has important class attributes and therefore serious consequences
for those unfit to defend themselves. Spivak explains that “the work
of righting wrongs is shared above a class line that to some extent and
unevenly cuts across race and the North-South divide.”!*! This native
middle class, “although physically based in the South . . . is generally
also out of touch with the mindset—a combination of episteme and
ethical discourse—of the rural poor below the NGO level. To be able
to present a project that will draw aid from the North, for example,
to understand and state a problem intelligibly and persuasively for the
taste of the North, is itself proof of a sort of epistemic discontinuity with
the ill-educated rural poor. (And the sort of education we are thinking
of is not to make the rural poor capable of drafting NGO grant propos-
als!)”132 I would add that Spivak’s conclusions about the rural poor apply
also in large measure to the urban poor, even though the latter may get
more NGO “attention” from international and local agents of human
rights organizations, especially when the issue has to do with “sexual
rights.”

Yet, despite the class, race, and colonial position of the fittest human
rights activists who defend the unfit victims of violations, the allure
of righting wrongs persists even among careful scholars and attentive
advocates against identity oppression. Thus, Judith Butler, an otherwise
exemplary scholar in her attention to detail, pushes for a universalizing
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of sexual rights: “One of the central tasks of lesbian and gay interna-
tional rights is to assert in clear and public terms the reality of homo-
sexuality, not as an inner truth, not as a sexual practice, but as one of
the definite features of the social world in its very intelligibility . . .
Indeed the task of international lesbian and gay politics is no less than
a remaking of reality, a reconstituting of the human, and a brokering
of the question, what is and is not livable?”!3 Butler’s concern is that
contemporary human subjectivity in constituted through a repudiation
of what is lesbian and gay, which are therefore banished beyond the
perimeter of the human. While this may be arguably true in certain
Western contexts, it has no bearing on contexts in which lesbianness
and gayness, let alone homosexuality as configured in the normalized
West, are not the other against whom the self is constituted. In call-
ing for the internationalization of Western sexual ontology, Butler is
risking another subjective repudiation, a banishing of another other, in
the formation of the Western human that is inclusive of the homosex-
ual, namely, those cultural formations whose ontological structure is
not based on the hetero-homo binary. The universalist moment here is
the assimilationist moment which guarantees that the sexual subjectiv-
ity of the Western purveyors of international lesbian and gay politics
itself is universal while its racial/national/class constitution is carried
out through a repudiation of the subjectivities of those unfit to defend
themselves by the fittest subjectivity of all.

Butler understands the implications of international human rights
work but seems to believe in the beneficial consequences of its univer-
salization: “International human rights is always in the process of sub-
jecting the human to redefinition and renegotiation. It mobilizes the
human in the service of rights, but also rewrites the human and rearticu-
lates the human when it comes up against the cultural limits of its work-
ing conception of the human, as it does and must.”!** Butler expresses
much concern about imperialism while at the same time she correctly
rejects cultural relativism as effective or desirable resistance: “An anti-
imperialist or, minimally, nonimperialist conception of international
human rights must call into question what is meant by the human and
learn from the various ways and means by which it is defined across
cultural venues. This means that local conceptions of what is human or,
indeed, of what the basic conditions and needs of a human life are, must
be subjected to reinterpretation, since there are historical and cultural
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circumstances in which the human is defined differently.”!** In place
of the imperialist and the reductively relativist view, Butler insists that
“we are compelled to speak of the human, and of the international,
and to find out in particular how human rights do and do not work.” 1%
I am not persuaded by this argument. Butler is admirably attentive to
the different configurations of including and excluding the category of
woman, which has been institutionalized as a universal category at the
expense of the differing local formations and legal standings of the term,
informed by racial, geographic, and class positionings inter alia. Includ-
ing the categories of gay and lesbian as if they were analogous to the
universalized category “woman,” however, is even more problematic.
The categories gay and lesbian are not universal at all and can only be
universalized by the epistemic, ethical, and political violence unleashed
on the rest of the world by the very international human rights advo-
cates whose aim is to defend the very people their intervention is creat-
ing. In doing so, the human rights advocates are not bringing about the
inclusion of the homosexual in a new and redefined human subjectivity,
but in fact are bringing about her and his exclusion from this redefined
subjectivity altogether while simultaneously destroying existing subjec-
tivities organized around other sets of binaries, including sexual ones.
While subjectivities in many non-Western contexts do not include het-
erosexuality and exclude homosexuality, as that very binarism is not
part of their ontological structure, what the incitement and interven-
tion of international human rights activism achieves is the replication
of the very Euro-American human subjectivity its advocates challenge
at home. The new and redefined universal human subjectivity that they
are proselytizing to the rest of the world is not that of including the ho-
mosexual but that of instituting the very binary (an assimilationist move
that facilitates the tabulation of “data” in the databases of the human
rights industry) which will exclude the homosexual that it created in the
first place, and all that is carried out in the name of “liberation” from op-
pressive cultures and laws. Here, Diana Fuss’s intervention is most apt:

Is it really possible to speak of “homosexuality,” or for that matter “heterosexuality” or
“bisexuality,” as universal, global formations? Can one generalize from the particular
forms sexuality takes under Western capitalism to sexuality as such? What kinds of colo-
nializations do such translations perform on “other” traditions of sexual difference? '’

135. Ibid., 37.
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Talal Asad insists that the dominant view of cultures as “fragmented”
and interdependent, “as critics never tire of reminding us,” is not
sufficient:

Cultures are also unequally displaced practices. Whether cultural displacement is a
means of ensuring political domination or merely its effect, whether it is a necessary
stage in the growth of a universal humanity or an instance of cultural takeover, is not
the point here. What | want to stress is that cultures may be conceived not only in
visual terms (“clearly bounded,” “interlaced,” “fragmented,” and so forth) but also in
terms of the temporalities of power by which—rightly or wrongly—practices consti-
tuting particular forms of life are displaced, outlawed, and penalized, and by which
conditions are created for the cultivation of different kinds of human.'3®

The exercise of political power to repress, if not destroy, existing non-
Western subjectivities and produce new ones that accord with Western
conceptions “often presents itself as a force of redeeming ‘humanity’
from ‘traditional cultures.’”!* My point here is not to argue in favor of
non-Western nativism and of some blissful existence prior to the epis-
temic, ethical, and political violence unleashed on the non-West, as fac-
ile critics would have it, but an argument against a Western nativism
armed with a Rousseauian zeal intent on forcing people into “freedom,”
indeed a Western nativism that considers assimilating the world into its
own norms as ipso facto “liberation” and “progress” and a step toward
universalizing a superior notion of the human.

There is nothing liberatory about Western human subjectivity in-
cluding gays and lesbians when it does so by forcibly including those
non-Europeans who are not gays or lesbians while excluding them as
unfit to define or defend themselves. I am not merely suggesting a Der-
ridian insistence that a binary division is always already transhistorical
and exists and is constituted at the level of metaphysical ontology, as
Derrida did in his famous critique of Foucault’s historicizing the ban-
ishment of madness and the constitution of reason,'*’ but that the his-
torical changes brought to bear on Western ontology always already re-
inscribe the binary by banishing those unfit to occupy it. While I am
sympathetic to the political project of an all-encompassing utopian in-
clusivity, I am less sanguine about its feasibility and more worried about
its cruelty.
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Take the example of one sexual rights missionary writing on Lebanon.
He accuses those Lebanese men who refuse toidentify as “gay” and answer
Western questions about their alleged gayness by insisting that “I'm not
like that” as “self-hating” or even as expressing “homosexual homopho-
bia.”'¥! This missionary even marshals Freud’s authority to define those
unfit to define themselves as having a “split in the ego”: “This repudia-
tion functions as the foundations [sic] of defense and is part of an individ-
ual protection mechanism that Freudian psychoanalysis calls ‘disavowal
of difference.’”'*? Such vulgar Freudianism notwithstanding, the author,
a German-Algerian studying anthropology in the United States, wants to
insist that despite the absence of a gay community in Lebanon, there is
a dearth of “gay” spaces in the country! He does, however, cite a demon-
stration by “a half dozen individuals” in Beirut against the U.S. invasion
of Iraq in March 2003 “underneath the rainbow flag” as evidence of the
existence of some “gays,” failing to mention that he, as a missionary, was
one of the main (if not the main) organizers of the demonstration, which
probably also included other members of international gay brigades,
and which he is now citing as evidence of indigenous gay activism.!#

In the course of defending universal human rights in non-European
countries and cultures, many anthropological treatises would be mar-
shaled for the effort. Increasingly, however, anthropological studies
about “Arab sexuality” are used not only to defend the sexual and hu-
man “rights” of Arabs by Western benefactors and their local representa-
tives, but also, by the U.S. military and war planners, to violate them. The
primary study used for this latter effort was Orientalist Raphael Patai’s
The Arab Mind, first published in 1973. Patai explains how while Western
societies suffer from guilt because their individuals have a conscience,
Arab societies suffer mainly from “shame.” Patai was hardly original,
as he seemed to have borrowed his thesis from Ruth Benedict’s now
infamous book on Japan, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword, in which,

141. Sofian Merabet, “Disavowed Homosexualities in Beirut,” Middle East Report 230 (Spring
2004): 33.

142. Ibid.

143. Ibid., 32. On the demonstration, see “Mithliyyun Rafa‘u A‘lamahum wa Sharaku” [Homo-
sexuals Raised Their Flags and Participated], AI-Nahar, 16 March 2003. I have interviewed a number
of journalists and activists in Beirut in December 2003 about the demonstration, all of whom main-
tained that it was Mr. Merabet who organized the demonstration and was the force behind it. On a
related event of transnational organizing producing a grassroots constituency that identifies as “gay,”
see Neville Hoad’s discussion of the Zambian organization, LEGATRA, whose leader claimed that
there existed “ten thousand” gays and lesbians in Zambia while a local human rights NGO claimed
the existence of half a million gays and lesbians in the country. In the end, “more than 20 gays
and lesbians joined LEGATRA,” in Hoad, “Between the White Man’s Burden and the White Man'’s
Disease: Tracking Lesbian and Gay Human Rights in Southern Africa,” GLQ S, no. 4 (1999): 572-73.
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as part of her work for the U.S. government’s Office of War Informa-
tion, she studied the diaries of captured and dead Japanese soldiers and
watched Japanese films to come to the conclusion that Japanese culture
was a “shame” culture as opposed to the “guilt” culture of Europeans.!#
In line with Benedict, whose book he did not cite, Patai concluded that
“one of the important differences between the Arab and the Western
personality is that in the Arab culture, shame is more pronounced than
guilt.”'*> While sex is identified as “a prime mental preoccupation in the
Arab world,” it is also revealed as “repressed” and carrying a “taboo” in
Arab culture.¢ This explains a hierarchy of shameful behavior that Patai
attributes to Arabs. For example, he claims that “masturbation among
the Arabs is condemned more severely than in the United States” and
that “masturbation is far more shameful than visiting prostitutes.”!¥
He also informs his readers that “in most parts of the Arab world, ho-
mosexual activity or any indication of homosexual leanings, as with all
other expressions of sexuality, is never given any publicity.”'*® Basing
his argument on a study conducted by Western anthropologists in the
1950s among Arab university students, which concluded that the “ac-
tive homosexual role in particular is thought of by the Arab students as
compatible with virile masculinity,” Patai explains that the “the role of
the passive homosexual is considered extremely degrading and shameful
because it casts the man or youth into a submissive, feminine role.”'*
Patai’s approach, as Edward Said had noted, is commensurate with tradi-
tional Orientalism, which defines the “relation between the Middle East
and the West . . . as sexual . . . the male scholar wins the prize by burst-
ing open, penetrating through the Gordian knot.”1>° Patai, however, on
occasion had to restrain himself from such pleasures. He tells readers
that “as far as the traditional Arab sex mores can be observed without
penetrating into the secrets of the bedchamber, the impression is gained
that they are the product of severe repressions.” !

Following the revelations of American systematic physical and sexual
torture of Iraqi prisoners at the Abu Ghraib prison, veteran American jour-
nalist Seymour Hersh revealed that the view that “Arabs are particularly
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vulnerable to sexual humiliation became a talking point among pro-war
Washington conservatives in the months before the March, 2003, inva-
sion of Iraq.” According to Hersh, America’s neocons learned of such a
“vulnerability” from Patai’s The Arab Mind. Hersh quoted his source that
the book, was “the bible of the neocons on Arab behavior.” Hersh’s source
asserts that in the discussions of the neocons, two themes emerged: “One,
that Arabs only understand force and, two, that the biggest weakness
of Arabs is shame and humiliation.” Hersh continues his revelations:

The government consultant said that there may have been a serious goal, in the be-
ginning, behind the sexual humiliation and the posed photographs. It was thought
that some prisoners would do anything—including spying on their associates—to
avoid dissemination of the shameful photos to family and friends. The government
consultant said, ‘l was told that the purpose of the photographs was to create an army
of informants, people you could insert back in the population.” The idea was that
they would be motivated by fear of exposure, and gather information about pend-
ing insurgency action, the consultant said. If so, it wasn't effective; the insurgency
continued to grow.'s?

Such torture is emblematic of imperial cultures not only at present
but also historically. Here is one such report:

The types of torture employed are varied. They include beatings with fists and [stomp-
ing] with boots . . . as well as using canes for beating and flogging to death. They
also included . . . the penetration of the rectums of the victims with canes, and then
moving the cane left and right, and to the front and back. They also included pressing
on the testicles with the hands and squeezing them until the victim loses conscious-
ness from the pain and until they [the testicles] get so swollen that the victim would
not be able to walk or move except by carrying his legs one at a time . . . They also
included the starving of dogs and then provoking them and pushing them to devour
his flesh and to eat off his thighs. It also included urinating on the faces of victims . . .
[Another form of torture included the soldiers’] sodomizing them, as it seems that this
was done to a number of people.’?

This report, which describes in almost identical terms what the Iraqi
prisoners experienced, was written in August 1938 describing how Brit-
ish and Zionist Jewish soldiers treated revolutionary Palestinians during

152. See Seymour M. Hersh, “The Gray Zone,” New Yorker, 24 May 2004.
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the 1930s Palestinian Anti-Colonial Revolt. The author of the report,
Subhi Al-Khadra, was a Palestinian political prisoner detained in the
Acre prison. He came to know of the torture of these prisoners, which
had taken place in Jerusalem, because the prisoners were relocated later
to his prison in Acre, and told him of their experiences and showed him
the physical signs of torture on their bodies. This is how he described
the motivation of the British torturers:

This was not an investigation in which forceful methods are used. No. It was a ven-
geance and a release of the most savage and barbaric of instincts and of the concen-
trated spirit of hatred that these rednecks feel towards Muslims and Arabs. They mean
to torture for the sake of torture and to satisfy their appetite for vengeance, not for
the sake of an investigation nor to expose crimes.'>

Khadra’s report was published in the Arabic press and sent to British
members of parliament.

The mixture of sex and violence in an American (or European) impe-
rial setting characterized by racism and absolute power is a uniform oc-
currence. Just over a decade and a half ago, during the “first” Gulf War of
1990-91, American fighter and bomber pilots would spend hours watch-
ing pornographic films to get themselves in the right mood for the mas-
sive bombing they carried out in Iraq.' In the more recent Iraqi context,
the U.S. military understood well that American male sexual prowess,
usually reserved for American women, should be put to military use in
imperial conquests. In such a strategy, Iraqis are posited by American su-
permasculine fighter and bomber pilots as women and feminized men
to be penetrated by the missiles and bombs ejected from American war-
planes. By feminizing the enemy as the object of penetration (real and
imagined), American imperial military culture supermasculinizes not
only its own male soldiers, but also its female soldiers who can partake of
the feminization of Iraqi men. Thus, both male and female American (and
British) soldiers can participate in sodomizing Iraqi soldiers with chemi-
callights, beat them, urinate on them, force them to perform homosexual
acts (while hurling racial and sexual epithets at them), unleash dogs on
them, and kill them. Such practices clearly demonstrate that white Amer-
ican male sexuality exhibits certain sadistic attributes in the presence of
nonwhite men (and women) over whom white (and sometimes Black)
Americans (and Brits) have government-sanctioned racialized power.

154. Ibid., 493.
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The sexual dynamic that insistently characterizes imperial relations,
whether of violating or defending human rights, are therefore informed
by the same type of subjectivity. Indeed the very same discourse that
calls for the “liberation” of Arabs from dictators and “defends” them
against human rights violations is what allows both imperial ventures
and human rights activism. Even the data on the Arabs necessary for
imperial conquest and human rights activism derives from the same
anthropological and Orientalist sources. The epistemic collusion is total,
even though the political implications are articulated differently. Thus
it would seem that Orientalist fascination with the sexual desires and
lives of Arabs has led Westerners over the last two centuries to seek them
out as an outlet for frustrated Western desires or to condemn and flinch
from even discussing such uncivilized sexual practices—or, more re-
cently, to participate in them. This participation involves ironically giv-
ing Arabs the “pleasure” they are said to enjoy by Orientalism through
sexual torture or by assimilating them into the “liberatory” agenda of
Western sexual minorities. What all these responses do is consolidate
the civilizational epistéme that informs Western views of the Arabs, and
what they do not do is question the superiority of the Western notion of
the human. No wonder Arab intellectuals since the Arab “Renaissance”
had little choice but to engage this very question that links their sexual
desires to their civilizational worth.

Hegemony and Dominance

At the end of the nineteenth century, the emergent Arab intelligentsia
began to write the “civilizational” history of the Arabs, a project that
was part and parcel of the rising anti-Ottoman Arab nationalism. In
the process, they would begin to engage the sexual question in ways
not studied by previous generations but in line with Orientalist engage-
ment. How did this transformation in the representation of Arab sexual
desires occur? What intellectual and literary strategies brought about a
new sexual epistemology? How did tolerance and intolerance of sexual
desires and practices become the measure of backwardness and progress,
of renaissance and decadence?

This book will chart this intellectual journey from the end of the
nineteenth century to the beginning of the twenty-first. Edward Said’s
Orientalism showed how Orientalism created the Oriental and how it
shaped and still shapes the views that Westerners hold about Arabs since
the European Enlightenment. Orientalism generated an important body

47



INTRODUCTION

of scholarship about various kinds of Orientalist representations of Ar-
abs and Muslims in Europe but, unfortunately, little if any scholarship
was produced in its wake about Orientalist representations in the Arab
world, whether in Arabic or in European languages.'*® Desiring Arabs
aims to fill this gap by showing the influence and impact that Oriental-
ism has had in shaping the Arabs’ own perceptions of themselves and
each other since the Arab Renaissance to the present. I will look not only
at how history is constructed and negotiated and how Arab heritage
comes to be defined and represented but also at the modern projects
that this effort serves. The debates are rich in detail and contain differ-
ing political and ideological views. Participants will come from across
the Arab world. Philosophers, psychoanalysts, feminists, literary critics,
novelists, playwrights, political scientists, sociologists, communist ac-
tivists, journalists, university professors, lay historians will all produce
what will become the hegemonic understanding of Arab culture and
its past achievements. These debates will be interrupted and informed
by many political and economic changes that Arab countries would
undergo over the course of the twentieth century. An epistemological
break would take place in the early 1980s that would polarize this on-
going debate. I will analyze the factors that brought this about and ex-
amine the literature produced in its wake and how it differs from the
literature preceding it. In the final two chapters, I will also undertake
a detailed examination of the role of Arabic fiction in the representa-
tion of Arab sexual desires. Ultimately, the book examines how the he-
gemony of Western ideas functioned for much of the century on the
Arab intellectual scene and how the rise of sexual identity politics in the
West and international human rights activism would come to define in
the 1980s not only Arab nationalist responses, but also and especially
Islamist ones, and what implications these would have for the sexual
desires and practices of contemporary Arabs.

Once this hegemony about things sexual was established among the
élite and the intelligentsia, it began to seek to dominate the population
at large. I will demonstrate that what the Western assimilationists, and
their unwitting Islamist epistemic allies, want to do is to extend this he-
gemony to the rest of the population so that their sexual practices, iden-
tities, and most of all, desires would accord with the hegemonic Western

156. This is not to say that there are not a number of works in Arabic dealing with the history
of Arab responses to and engagement with Orientalist scholarship; indeed there are many. See, for
example, Muhsin Jasim al-Musawi, Al-Istishraq fi al-Fikr al-‘Arabi [Orientalism in Arab Thought] (Bei-
rut: Al-Mu’assasah al-‘Arabiyyah lil-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 1993).
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views.!S” This book will chronicle how this intellectual epistéme, while
hegemonic in intellectual and elite circles, has failed to become hege-
monic among the population and how assiduous efforts are appealing to
the state to employ its juridical and coercive abilities to render this sex-
ual ontology—which is hegemonic in the West—dominant in the inter-
stices of Arab societies and psyches in order to break down the resistance
of these desiring Arabs. My concern about the productive and repressive
functions of this epistemological hegemony builds on my earlier work
on Jewish and Palestinian identities in the context of Zionist and Pales-
tinian histories and broadens the national focus of my Colonial Effects,
which analyzed the construction of national identities in a colonial and
postcolonial setting.'® While my investigation of the institutions of law
and the military in Colonial Effects was most appropriate for colonial and
postcolonial forms of sovereignty, this book engages the permutations
that imperial power assumes in an age of unrestrained globalization.

Desiring Arabs traces the history of the unfolding of the concepts of
culture and civilization in the contemporary Arab world. It is decidedly
not a history of “Arab sexuality,” whatever that is, but an intellectual
history of the representation of the sexual desires of Arabs in and about
the Arab world and how it came to be linked to civilizational worth. To
do so, and given the lack of any prior scholarship about the subject, I
undertook to create a modern archive of Arab writings about sex and
desire first and then to analyze this archive in relation to Orientalist, im-
perialist, and nationalist epistemologies. Western social Darwinists, who
include modernization and development theorists and their kindred
spirits (UN agencies, human rights organizations and activists, NGOs,
the IMEF, the World Bank, the U.S. State Department, etc.), would see the
possible “advance” of the Arab world (as well as the rest of the “under-
developed” world) toward a Western-defined and sponsored modernity
as part of a historical teleology wherein non-Europeans who are still
at the stage of European childhood will eventually replicate European
“progress” toward modern forms of organization, sociality, economics,
politics, and sexual desires. What is emerging in the Arab (and the rest
of the third) world is not some universal schema of the march of history
but rather the imposition of these Western modes by different forceful

157. See Ranajit Guha, Dominance without Hegemony: History and Power in Colonial India (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1997).

158. On Palestinian and Jewish identities, see Joseph Massad, The Persistence of the Palestinian
Question: Essays on Zionism and the Palestinians (New York: Routledge, 2006), and on national iden-
tity in the case of Jordan, see Joseph Massad, Colonial Effects: The Making of National Identity in Jordan
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2001).
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means and their adoption by third world elites, thus foreclosing and re-
pressing myriad ways of movement and change and ensuring that only
one way for transformation is made possible. In the process much state
and societal repression has ensued, and more is still to come. This en-
sures the success of the Western theorists’ universal civilizational teleol-
ogies and unwittingly guarantees for them the production of a Western-
defined outcome to the future of “humanity.”

In addition to the introduction and the conclusion, the book is di-
vided into six chapters. Chapters 1 and 2 provide a detailed intellectual
history of how modern Arabs sought to write the history of Arab civiliza-
tion and culture from the pre-Islamic period to the present and how this
civilizational project was implicated in the kinds of sexual desires and
practices Arabs and Muslims were said to have enjoyed. The debates over
the status of the medieval poet Abu Nuwas in Arab heritage are discussed
in detail, especially so as I see them as emblematic of the “civilizational”
anxiety felt by the modern historians.

Chapters 3 and 4 chronicle the kinds of Western interventions brought
about by universalizers of Western sexual identities and how Arab intel-
lectuals as well as Arab states reacted to such interventions. Chapter 4 will
discuss how the Western-incited discourse on sexual identities elicited
a strong Islamist response (theological, medical, criminological, social,
inter alia) which interrupted the mostly secular debates that had existed
until then, and demonstrates how the Islamists and the Western assimi-
lationists end up as allies imposing a new shared sexual epistemology.

Chapters 5 and 6 engage modern Arabic fiction and its representa-
tions of the contemporary sexual desires of Arabs. Several seminal nov-
els, some short stories, and one major play are analyzed in detail to
demonstrate the effect of the different kinds of discourses on sexual de-
sire that came to bear on the modern Arab world. While some of these
novels have already been translated to English, I will cite the Arabic edi-
tions throughout and use my own translations unless otherwise noted.
I have found most of the English translations not particularly helpful to
my analyses.
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Anxiety in Civilization

Since the Arab “renaissance” emerged in the mid-nineteenth
century, thousands of medieval manuscripts dating back to
the seventh through the fourteenth centuries have been
published in the Arab world, in addition to scores of stud-
ies and analyses of that period of Arab history. European
Orientalist scholarship, as discussed in the introduction,
showed initial interest in these texts and began to publish
them and comment on them in European languages. The
emergent Arab intelligentsia in the nineteenth century
took upon itself the revival and modernization of the Ara-
bic language, which was seen to have also “degraded” un-
der Ottoman repression. This intellectual trend combined
with (some would say, produced) a nascent Arab nation-
alism opposed to Ottoman rule that appeared during the
last decades of the century and took upon itself the task of
uncovering the cultural heritage of the Arabs of yesteryear
as a foundation for the Arabs of the present.

This revival ranged from studies in the literary produc-
tion of the past, to theological and jurisprudential studies,
to historical, scientific, and sociological treatises. The emer-
gent intelligentsia sought the past of the Arabs as a basis
for their modern future by repudiating the more recent tra-
ditions that developed under Ottoman rule, seen through
the eyes of the emergent nationalism as foreign and “de-
graded” in character. It was by repudiating the more recent
past and by reviving the ancient past that the Arabs of the
present could chart their project for modern life. These in-
tellectual trends are reminiscent of European modernity,
which sought to adopt “its” ancient Greco-Roman heritage
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and repudiate its Christian Middle Ages. The “revival” of this ancient
past is evident in treatises written on politics, economics, and religion,
as it is in treatises written on women’s liberation and society at large.!
To the casual observer, with few notable exceptions, there was little in
these voluminous accounts dedicated to the sexual life of the ancient
Arabs or to the place of sex in what increasingly came to be known as a
coherent category called “Islam.” In fact, important debates on sex and
desire did exist, but rarely on their own. They were mostly embedded
in discussions of literature and turath more generally. There seems to be
little familiarity in the Arabic or English secondary literature of these
debates, much less any examination of them.

While predominant Orientalist representations of the modern Arab
world and Islam portray them as constituted by a repressive sexual ideol-
ogy and an even more repressive sexual culture that revels in the oppres-
sion of women and bans any discussion of sex, this chapter and the next
will discuss a century-long rich Arab intellectual debate about sex in the
past of the Arabs and its implications for the present. The debate has
many nuances and ideological turns, is rich in argument and material,
and has engaged some of the important intellectual minds of the mod-
ern Arab world. The aim of these chapters is both to retrieve from schol-
arly obscurity an archive of modern writings on the classical history of
the Arabs that made use of medieval documents to paint a picture of the
life of the ancients, their cultural production, desires, and sexual prac-
tices, and also to explore the way that these writings were deployed in
the creation of a viable tradition for Arab modernity.

Intellectuals writing about the sexual life of the medieval Arab world,
as we will see, would come from different disciplines, different parts
of the Arab world, and different ideological backgrounds. They found
medieval documents useful for many different political and intellectual
projects within which they would deploy their discussions of sex and
desire. Whether liberal educators, historians committed to sexual libera-
tion, Arab nationalists, radical secularists, psychoanalytic literary critics,
Marxists, feminists, or Islamists, they would all believe that there were
lessons to be learned from the sexual history of the Arabs of the past.
Common to all of them is a commitment to a civilizational inheritance

1. See, for example, Qasim Amin, Tahrir al-Mar’ah [The Liberation of Women], originally pub-
lished in 1899, and republished in Qasim Amin, al-A‘mal al-Kamilah, ed. Dr. Muhammad ‘Imarah
(Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq, 1989), 385-86, where he gives examples of women'’s liberation in the early
Islamic era to illustrate it as a precedent to be emulated by modern Muslims. Examples abound in
his writings and those of his contemporaries.
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whose content must be uncovered. Much of the analysis employed in the
debate is fully informed by late nineteenth-century European notions of
civilization and culture and subsidiary concepts like progress, regression,
evolution, degeneration, decadence, renaissance, ascent, decline, as well
as the statistical language of norms and deviations. In the debates that
follow, we will see how these notions are introduced as a hermeneutical
grid to interpret and produce turath, which functions as both a repository
of civilizational documents and a moral code. For some of our authors,
these two aspects of turath may be separable while to others they may
not be. The question that arises for many of them, however, is whether
Arab civilization itself can survive the rupture between the two mean-
ings of turath in the modern period.

Early Beginnings

At the end of the nineteenth century and in the context of a declining
Ottoman Empire and surging Turkish nationalism, the Arab Renaissance
was in full swing, accompanied with the early stirrings of anti-Ottoman
Arab nationalism. The new renaissance of Arab knowledge production in-
volved an increased acquaintance with European Orientalist thought and
the construction of the Arab within it. In the course of writing classical and
medieval Arab history, these modern historians encountered an ancient
Arab society with different sexual mores and practices that were difficult
to assimilate into a modern Arab nationalist project informed by Euro-
pean notions of progress and modernization and a Victorian sexual ethic.
Some of the important questions being theorized dealt with new concepts
that did not exist before and that were being deployed in the excavation
of history. In addition to tamaddun and hadarah (both words mean “civi-
lization”; tamaddun was coined first but was later frequently replaced by
hadarah) and turath (heritage), there were other related European concepts
that informed these endeavors and that proliferated, including thaqafah
(culture), inhilal (degeneration), inhitat (decadence or degradation), taqa-
ddum (progress), ta’akhkhur (backwardness), jins (sex), and shudhudh (de-
viance), among others. What was at stake in this historical excavation
was the safeguarding of the heritage of Arab civilization for future genera-
tions. The use of European notions on which to base these efforts at exca-
vating Arab-Islamic national heritage did not seem contradictory or prob-
lematic to our authors. Rather, they were seen as neutral scientific tools
and concepts that could be fully integrated into their modernist project.
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The first modern comprehensive history of Arabic literature from
the pre-Islamic period to the early twentieth century was written by
the famed German Orientalist Carl Brockelmann (1868-1956). Brockel-
mann published the first volume of his Geschichte der arabischen Littera-
tur in 1898 (the second in 1902) and the last one in 1948. These volumes
would be translated to Arabic in the early 1960s, with more volumes
published in the 1970s. The entire collection would be reprinted and re-
published in 1993 in Cairo.? Brockelmann’s Herculean efforts, however,
were supplemented by other Orientalist scholars who did not have his
erudition, including the earlier work of F. F. Arbuthnot’s Arabic Authors
(1890), and later works like Clement Huart’s Literature Arabe (1902), Italo
Pizzi's Litteratura Araba (1903), or Reynold A. Nicholson'’s A Literary His-
tory of the Arabs (1907). Adam Mez’s important study Die Renaissance des
Islams found by his bedside upon his death in 1917 was only published
posthumously in 1922. All of these books would rely on the already
published volumes by Brockelmann. In fact Brockelmann himself would
republish his books updated with appendices and citing works by Orien-
talist and Arab scholars published in the interim.

In these important surveys, Orientalist scholars addressed not only
the literary writings of the Arabs but also described their sexual desires
and the way these were expressed in poetry and prose, as well as the na-
tional origins of such desires and practices. In his entry on the poet Abu
Nuwas, for example, Brockelmann wrote of the poet’s “bawdy” (mujun)
poetry but did not specify the love of boys.? Nicholson commented that
“the scenes of luxurious dissipation and refined debauchery which [the
bawdy poets] describe show us, indeed, that Persian culture was not an
unalloyed blessing to the Arabs any more than the arts of Greece to the
Romans.”* Mez would dedicate a chapter to the “Manners and Morals”
of the medieval Arabs, addressing the “pervasive” nature of pederasty
among poets from the fourth to the tenth century a.H. (tenth to six-
teenth century a.n.), as well as in “circles high and low.”* H. A. R. Gibb,

2. See Karl Brukilman, Tarikh al-Adab al-‘Arabi (History of Arabic Literature), 10 vols. (Cairo:
al-Hay’ah al-Misriyyah lil-Kitab, 1993). The translation was supervised by the book’s Arabic editor,
Mahmud Fahmi al-Hijazi. For the history of the book’s translation into Arabic, see the introduction
of Muhyi al-Din Sabir (vol. 1, 5-9).

3.1Ibid., vol. 1, parts 1-2, 348. He also likened Abu Nuwas to the title character in Carl Maria von
Weber’s Singspiel opera Abu Hassan (first performed in 1811), ibid., 349. The Abu Hassan character is
adapted from the stories of Abu Dulaymabh, cited by the eleventh-century al-Khatib al-Baghdadi in
his Tarikh Baghdad [History of Baghdad] (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1966), vol. 8, 493, although
others suggest that the Abu Hassan story comes from vulgarized versions of the Arabian Nights.

4. Reynold A. Nicholson, A Literary History of the Arabs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1966), 295-96. The book was originally published in 1907.

5. Adam Mez, The Renaissance of Islam, translated by Salahuddun Khuda Bakhsh and D. S. Mar-
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whose book on Arabic literature appeared in 1926, would liken the Ab-
basid poet Abu Nuwas to Heine: “He is at his happiest in his wine songs,
but his elegies, love poems, and satires, though often containing much
both in subject and sentiment that offends our taste, are little inferior.”¢

In this vein, a number of classical and medieval political and literary
figures and events were to cause as much anxiety to modern Arabs as
they had to European Orientalists before them. Upon encountering his-
torical material about the sexual life of the Abbasid period, the question
of civilization and turath became immediately intertwined with sexual
morality. Thus any and all attempts to recover the Abbasid period, gen-
erally considered the golden age of Arab-Islamic civilization and knowl-
edge production, had to confront the sexual question, read under the
sign of morality. The Abbasid poet Abu Nuwas became particularly a fo-
cus, if not a cause, of such anxiety, on account of his explicit poetry that
detailed sexual desires and practices deemed immoral. The gaze of Arab
historians was squarely fixed on European judgment of their civilization,
as that modern European concept was always posited in a comparative
framework. European thinkers imagined the non-European world either
in developmentalist terms, as representing an earlier stage of Europe,
the childhood of Europe itself, which European colonialism would shep-
herd to adult maturity, thus duplicating if not replicating and reproduc-
ing Europe on a global scale, or as representing a radical alterity that can
only be bridged, if at all, by a comprehensive overhauling of these “civi-
lizations” by, or their utter subjugation to, European supremacy. Arab
thinkers, like anticolonial thinkers elsewhere, overcome by a narcissistic
injury inflicted by either of these judgments, and intent on building a
new national project, begged to differ.

Their efforts coincided with the fledgling European colonial presence
in the Arab world—the French had colonized Algeria in 1830 and the
British occupied Egypt in 1882. It was with this background that the fol-
lowing exchange between two writers, one Arab (Egyptian), one French,
offers a useful introduction into the complex deployment of sexuality
in negotiations around questions of religious and, increasingly, national
and cultural identity—in short, about civilizational stature. In 1894, an
unknown Qasim Amin wrote his first book Les Egyptiens,7 in French, in

goliouth (Patna: Jubilee Printing and Publishing House, 1937), 359. The German original written in
1917 was published in Heidelberg in 1922.
6. H. A. R. Gibb, Arabic Literature: An Introduction (London: Oxford University Press, 1926), 42.
7. Qasim Amin, Les Egyptiens, Réponse a M. le duc d’Harcourt (Cairo: Jules Barbier, 1894). The
Arabic translation was published in 1975 and reprinted in the collected works of Amin in ‘Tmarah,
Qasim Amin. Citations are from the Arabic translation.
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response to an Orientalist account written by one M. Le Duc D’Harcourt
about Egypt and Islam. Amin was scandalized by D'Harcourt’s claim that

Islam encourages pleasures and enjoyment of all that we harbor in our hearts of emo-
tions and yearnings, except for gluttony and voraciousness. He [D’Harcourt] spoke
aplenty of lust, obscenity, and degeneration without ever telling us where he saw such
things. While we know that an Oriental who visits Europe for the first time returns
from it, undoubtedly enchanted by the different types of beauty that such a mighty
civilization diffuses across its lands, such admiration, however, is always mixed with a
sense of repulsion that the conditions of degenerating morals, degeneration, and per-
dition are widespread everywhere—just as when a European visits a Muslim country,
often complains of a lack in entertainment venues.®

If this were not enough to convince his French readers, a horrified Amin
unequivocally asserted to his European audience that “what is incredi-
ble is that [a Muslim man] does not see in sexual pleasure but a silly sat-
isfaction of one of the bodily needs, so much so that all the tricks of love
that ingenious [European] lovers innovated and of which Occidentals
are enamored, have no effect on the souls of chaste Muslims. As I have
reached this critical point, I should complete the picture by stating that
even the most debauched Muslim man would never surrender to ob-
scenity completely; he rather maintains an amount of bashfulness that
always saves him from sinking to the bottom.”? This is to be contrasted
with men in Europe, as “there is a large number of men who have no
concerns but the enjoyment of everything in all manners. Indeed, some
of them boast about how much they have seen and done, so much so
that there is no longer anything that can excite their emotions. In addi-
tion to these bored men, there are those who are pleasure-mad who do
not get satiated, in addition to the depraved and the debauched as well
as those women who no longer desire to continue to perform the task
of bearing children and prefer to shine in society.”!® Amin’s defensive
posture against Orientalist representations of Arab and Muslim sexual
desires is not unlike that of many European women writers from Mary
Wollstonecraft onward, who took up defensive postures against the
claims that women had larger sexual appetites than men and reversed
the charge in an attempt to fend off sexist attacks.!

8. Qasim Amin, Al-Misriyyun, in Qasim Amin, al-A‘mal al-Kamilah, ed. Muhammad ‘Tmarah
(1899; Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq, 1989), 274.

9. Ibid.

10. Ibid., 275.

11. See Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (New York: Dover, 1996). Her
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Amin moved on to publish the first major treatise in Arabic calling for
women’s liberation in 1899. Reversing Orientalist generalizations and ap-
plying them to Europeans, however, would become one of the most effec-
tive weapons used by Arab and Muslim writers in response to continuing
Orientalist accounts throughout the twentieth century. But unlike Amin’s
discussion of the sexual desires and conduct of contemporary Arabs and
Muslims, the next century would witness a debate not necessarily about
the sexual life of contemporary Arabs (although occasionally it would),
but mainly about the sexual life of the ancient Arabs. Clearly, the discus-
sion of the past had many implications for the present of which our writ-
ers were conscious. Still, while d’Harcourt failed to incite discourse about
the sexual life of modern Arabs, Amin’s response in French notwithstand-
ing, a century would pass before a new incitement would interrupt the
flow of debates about the sexual life of the ancient Arabs and shift it to a
discussion of the sexual life of moderns. The new inciters, as we will see
in chapter 3, would be a group of Western missionaries and their local fol-
lowers attempting to disseminate their message of sexual identities, and a
surging Islamism intent on constricting social and sexual life.

Pedagogy of the Repressed

Qasim Amin’s reaction did not dictate subsequent discussions of sex in
modern Arab intellectual history. The ensuing debates centered on a
number of themes, paramount among which were the pedagogical role
that the past would play in the present, the role of the aesthetic versus
the role of religious and social morality, and the nature of audiences
and readerships of belles lettres. The debate would encompass questions
about what aspects of the past should be emulated and what lessons
learned. Just as important, the debate would address questions about
what aspects of the past should be condemned or discussed at all and
which aspects never to be emulated. The implication of these questions
was civilizational in scale, as what was included in the archive of Arab
heritage would reflect immediately on the stature of Arab civilization.
The initiation of the Arabic reading public to these debates would begin
through the pathbreaking books of the important Lebanese writer and
publisher Jurji Zaydan. Zaydan (1861-1914), a central figure of the Arab

book was first published in 1787. See also Mary Poovey’s important examination of Wollstonecraft’s
thought, The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer: Ideology as Style in the Works of Mary Wollstonecraft,
Mary Shelley, and Jane Austen (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 48-81.
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Renaissance (he belonged to the second generation of Nahdah thinkers),
not only wrote literary history but also many popular novels that were
fictionalized yet well-researched accounts about life in the classical ep-
och. Zaydan had started his university education in 1881 as a medical
student at the Syrian Protestant College in Beirut, which was founded
by New York State in 1866. The college was rechartered in 1920 as the
American University of Beirut. In 1882, Zaydan was dismissed from the
college for leading a student strike protesting the dismissal of one of
his professors, one Professor Edwin Lewis, for referring to the works of
Charles Darwin in a commencement speech (delivered on 19 July 1882),
which was seen as contradicting the goals of the Protestant mission to
which the American administrators of the college, in Beirut and in the
United States, were committed.!? Darwinism, or at least its social inter-
pretation, would have a deep impact on Zaydan’s thought and work."

In his magisterial five-volume history of Islamic “civilization” (tama-
ddun), Zaydan cited certain sexual desires disapprovingly, although he
never saw them but as marginal to the course of that history. He af-
firmed that

one of the ugliest forms of that debauchery [tahattuk] during this process of civiliza-
tion was the flirtation [taghazzul] with youthful boys and their being taken as slave
boys. This had appeared especially in the days of [the Abbasid caliph] al-Amin [r.
A.D. 809-13], and increased with the increase of Turkish and Roman youthful boys
since the days of [the caliph] al-Mu‘tasim [r. A.0. 833-42], and they included those
who became slaves through being taken prisoner [of war], and those who were
bought. People then rushed to own them as they did to own concubines . . . and
the love of youthful boys became widespread among the state elite in Egypt, and
poets wrote ghazal [erotic love] poetry to them so much that women became jeal-
ous and opted to look like boys in their dress and mannerisms to capture the hearts
of men.™

12. Jurji Zaydan, Mudhakkarat Jurji Zaydan [The Memoirs of Jurji Zaydan], ed. Salah al-Din al-
Munajjid (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Jadid, 1968), 66-95. On this incident, see Shafiq Jiha, Darwin wa
Azmat 1882 bi al-Da’irah al-Tibiyyah wa Awwal Thawrah Tulabiyyah fi al-‘Alam al-‘Arabi bi al-Kulli-
yyah al-Suriyyah al-Injiliyyah (Al-An: Al-Jami‘ah al-Amrikiyyah fi Bayrut) [Darwin and the Crisis of 1882
in the Medical Department and the First Student Revolt in the Arab World in the Syrian Protestant
College (Now, The American University of Beirut)] (n.p.: n.p., 1991).

13. Indeed, Zaydan would publish a biographical profile of Darwin in his magazine Al-Hilal a de-
cade later. See “Sharls Darwin,” Al-Hilal 1 October 1894, 81-88. On Zaydan’s other social Darwinist
writings, see Adel A. Ziadat, Western Science in the Arab World: The Impact of Darwinism, 1860-1930
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1986), 57-58.

14. Jurji Zaydan, Tarikh al-Tamaddun al-Islami [History of Islamic Civilization] (Cairo: Matba‘at
al-Hilal, 1906), vol. 5, 130.
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Zaydan's comments however did not generate much debate, as they re-
mained incidental to his historiography. Indeed, in his historical novel,
Al-Amin and al-Ma’mun, he hardly mentioned the infamous sexual life
of the caliph al-Amin except for a cursory note that he “would overdo
buying eunuchs [khisyan] from the far reaches of the country and spend
on their purchase fortunes so that they could be with him in his pri-
vate quarters day and night and so that they could oversee his food
and drink.”" It was in an earlier historical novel that Zaydan provided
more details about al-Amin. In his Al-‘Abbasah Ukht al-Rashid,'® Zaydan
described how a number of people seeking to unseat al-Amin provided
him with sexual temptations to distract him. Zaydan, who described al-
Amin as a “courageous” and “muscular” young man who would wrestle
with lions,'” and as an “articulate” man of letters, lamented his predilec-
tion for “excess” in whimsy as well as for slave girls and boys.’® Zaydan
credited al-Amin with being the first in Islamic history to arrange for
youthful boys and eunuchs to put on singing and dancing shows resem-
bling those performed by singing girls.'” In his novel, he described with
meticulous detail one of the parties thrown by al-Amin at his palace be-
fore he assumed the throne, one to which the famed Abbasid poet Abu
Nuwas had been invited. The love of boys shared by al-Amin and Abu
Nuwas is evident throughout the florid descriptions peppering Zaydan's
account.” It is important to note that in his account of Amin’s desires
for boys, Zaydan did not think it important to mention that the caliph
was married and had two sons. Such information was superfluous to
Zaydan, as it was immaterial to Amin’s predilection for youthful boys.

It was in his book on Arabic literary history that Zaydan expanded
slightly on his account. Even though earlier chapters of the book had
been serialized in Zaydan’s magazine Al-Hilal in 1894 and 1895, four
years before Brockelmann'’s book was published, Zaydan would make use

15. Jurji Zaydan, Al-Amin wa al-Ma’mun, 2nd rev. ed. (1907; Cairo: Matba‘at al-Hilal, 1911), 137.

16. Jurji Zaydan, Al-“Abbasah Ukht al-Rashid [Al-‘Abbasah, the Sister of al-Rashid], 2nd. rev. ed.
(1906; Cairo: Matba“at al-Hilal, 1911).

17. The incident with the lion is often cited in medieval sources. See, for example, al-Hafiz Jalal
al-Din al-Suyuti (d. A.0. 911), Tarikh al-Khulafa’[The History of the Caliphs] (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-Tlmiyyah, 1988), 238.

18. Zaydan, Al-‘Abbasah Ukht al-Rashid, 64-65.

19. Ibid., 70.

20. Ibid., 70-78.

21. Readers called on Zaydan to publish his chapters in book form as early as December 1894,
which he promised to on the pages of Al-Hilal. However, its publication would have to wait seven-
teen years. See his note to the reader, “Tarikh Adab al-Lughah al-‘Arabiyyah” [The History of the
Literature of the Arabic Language], Al-Hilal, 15 December 1894, 295.
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of Brockelamann when he later published his Al-Hilal chapters in a mul-
tivolume book in 1911-14.%2 In his book, he mentioned ghazal (erotic
love) poetry for youthful boys as well as poetry praising wine, which he
combined together as manifestations of the “vice” that prevailed in Ab-
basid society. What made this “vice” more strongly present in these po-
ets was “their closeness to [the caliph] Muhammad al-Amin, who owned
many youthful boys, who [in turn] became a temptation [fitnah] to his
poets . . . As for Abu Nuwas, in his collected poetry [diwan], there is a
section that they call ‘ghazal in the masculine’ that includes 1,000 cou-
plets, which we are content [only] to refer to in order to steer the reader
clear from [tanzihan] having to read them.”? In the earlier Al-Hilal ver-
sion of the chapter, Zaydan had only praise for Abu Nuwas.?* Indeed,
first-generation Renaissance intellectual Butrus al-Bustani (1819-1883),
a Lebanese polymath, wrote glowingly of Abu Nuwas in his four-page
entry on the poet in his 1877 Arab encyclopedia, Da’irat al-Ma‘arif.*
Al-Bustani discussed at length the poet’s love affair with the concubine
Jinan and the poems he wrote to her, but made no reference to Abu
Nuwas'’s ghazal poetry for young men. In 1911, however, while eager
to teach modern Arabs about the history of Islamic civilization, Zaydan
clearly understood that modern readers should be steered in certain di-
rections and away from others. Unlike al-Bustani, Zaydan wanted his
readers to know that poems of “ghazal in the masculine” did exist, but
he made sure that they did not read them. Selectivity of historical mate-
rial was clearly a conscious methodological strategy for him.

If Qasim Amin was scandalized by Orientalist judgment of the alleged
contemporary licentiousness of the Arabs, and Jurji Zaydan sought to
steer his readers away from the actual licentiousness he discerned in
medieval Arab society, Taha Husayn was to see such licentiousness as a
crucial factor in the development of Arabic poetry in the early Abbasid
period (A.n. 750-945). The lectures and writings of Husayn (1889-1973),
the Egyptian literary educator and the doyen of Arabic belles lettres in

22. Shawqi Dayf, “Taqdim al-Kitab” [introduction to the book], in Jurji Zaydan, Tarikh Adab
al-Lughah al-‘Arabiyyah (Cairo: Dar al-Hilal, 1956), vol. 1, 7. The four volumes were originally pub-
lished in Egypt starting in 1911 and through 1914.

23. Zaydan, Tarikh Adab al-Lughah al-‘Arabiyyah, vol. 2, 51.

24. See his “Tarikh Adab al-Lughah al-‘Arabiyyah, min Aqdam Azmaniha ila al-An: Al-Nahdah al-
‘Arabiyyah fi ‘Asr al-‘Abbasiyyin” [The History of the Literature of the Arabic Language since Its Earli-
est Times Until Now: The Arab Renaissance in the Abbasid Era], Al-Hilal, 15 August 1894, 739-40.
Another article about Abu Nuwas, most likely written by Zaydan, was published in Al-Hilal in 1897
and also lacked any moralizing about the poet. See “Abu Nuwas,” Al-Hilal, 1 May 1897, 642-48.

25. See Butrus al-Bustani, Da’irat al-Ma‘arif, Encyclopedie Arabe, wa huwa qamus ‘am li-kul fann
wa matlab [The Compendium of Knowledge: Arab Encyclopedia, Which Is a General Dictionary of
Every Art and Question], vol. 2 (Beirut: Matba“at al-Ma‘arif, 1877).
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much of the twentieth century, would precipitate important debates
that are still with us to this day.

Husayn, who grew up under British occupation, studied in France and
returned to British-occupied Egypt to teach. He belonged to the first gen-
eration that imbibed the knowledge and literature produced by the Arab
Renaissance as well as the then recently constituted Western canon. He
was to use such training to expand substantially on the Nahdah'’s achieve-
ment. In his Hadith al-Arbi‘a’,?® a compilation of weekly lectures that were
also published in the early 1920s in the Egyptian newspaper Al-Siyasah,
Husayn was generally descriptive and rarely moralized about the lifestyle
of the Abbasid poets he studied. If anything, in response to his detractors
who wrote to express their objections to his representation of the Abbasid
period as an era of “doubt, frivolity, and bawdiness,”?” and who worried
thathe, as a pedagogue, was corrupting the youth, Husayn countered that

we did not create Abu Nuwas and his companions and we did not inspire their whimsy
and mujun [a term designating licentiousness and openness about illicit sexual desires
and practices, otherwise described as bawdiness], and we did not dispatch them to
frivolity and the pursuit of pleasure but we found them thus. Therefore, we found our-
selves before two choices, to be ignorant of them or to know them, and we chose the
latter, as courage in the study of history is better than cowardice . . . and we know that
there is no danger to the minds and morals of people posed by these literary pursuits,
as people were not waiting for Abu Nuwas and his companions to learn whimsy, nor
have people been waiting for these chapters [to be written] to learn frivolity, as there
exists in the circumstances of the life we are leading temptations for whimsy and incite-
ment to frivolity that are stronger and more eloquent than the whimsy of Abu Nuwas.?

While the present’s pedagogical role as far as whimsy and mujun (bawdi-
ness) were concerned was self-evident to Husayn, the past could still
teach moderns other things. Husayn was so focused on his interest in
literary and poetic development that he asserted unequivocally that
in light of the prevailing lifestyle during the Abbasid period, “morals
lost . . . and literature [adab] gained.”?’ This is a remarkable assertion
in light of the history of the term adab in Arabic. While during jahili-
yyah and the early Islamic period, adab referred to the moral dimensions

26. Taha Husayn, Hadith al-Arbi‘a’ [Wednesday Talk], vol. 1 (Cairo: al-Matba‘ah al-Tijariyyah
al-Kubra, 1925).

27. Ibid., book zayn.

28. Ibid., book ha.

29. Ibid., 39. The article from which this quote is taken was published originally in Al-Siyasah,
January 10, 1923.
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of personal conduct, it was to acquire two other meanings during the
Umayyad period, namely, its reference to the proper education and up-
bringing that private tutors provided to the children of the elite of soci-
ety. These mu’addibun (conduct or etiquette tutors) were distinguished
from teachers, who did not command the same respect. It was later, in
the third and fourth century of the Islamic calendar (tenth and eleventh
centuries A.p.) that adab came to be associated with poets and what we
would today call literature, while still maintaining an affiliation with its
etymological origins and its association with morality and good con-
duct.®® Such etymology was well known to Husayn’s contemporaries,
like the Egyptian literary historian Mustafa Sadiq al-Rafi‘i, who provided
a history of the term and the association of literature with moral con-
duct.?! For Husayn to split adab’s two meanings into competing rather
than complementing notions was indeed innovation, not only in lin-
guistic terms but also and especially in epistemological ones.

Unlike his detractors, Husayn clearly saw the dichotomy (and compe-
tition) between morality and literature as productive and not necessarily
as a cause for alarm. In his book Adib (Belletrist), Husayn tells the story
of a dear anonymous friend (to whom he had dedicated the book), who
is torn between a licentious and debauched life of whimsy and his quest
for academic knowledge, a moral dilemma that costs him his sanity.*?
Adib, which consists mostly of the texts of letters from this friend, ends
with Husayn receiving a suitcase of papers belonging to the now insti-
tutionalized friend. When Husayn finally opened it years later he found
“great literature, sad and honest, of which our language has no equal in
what our modernist writers have produced.” It was agony over morality
that produced this great literature. While Adib was an introduction of
this literary genius to the public, Husayn wondered, “Will circumstances
of Egyptian literary life permit the publication of this oeuvre one day?”3?

Husayn seemed to privilege literature over morals in his excavation of
civilization without providing a clear explanation as to why such privi-
leging was necessary. It may be possible here to read the significance of

30. For a history of the term adab, see Mustafa Sadiq al-Rafi‘i, Tarikh Adab al-‘Arab [The History
of the Literature of the Arabs| (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1974), vol. 1, 31-43. The book was
originally published in 1911.

31. See ibid.

32. Taha Husayn, Adib [Belletrist] (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1930).

33.1bid., 178. There is a controversy on whether the friend in Adib is Husayn's alter ego or a real
person. There is evidence to support both theories, although apparently Husayn claimed the friend
as real and named him in an interview towards the end of his life. See Mustafa ‘Abd al-Ghani, Al-
Mufakkir wa al-Amir, Taha Husayn wa al-Sultah fi Misr, 1919-1973 [The Thinker and the Prince: Taha
Husayn and Political Authority in Egypt, 1919-1973] (Cairo-Al-Hay’ah al-Misriyyah al-‘Ammah lil-
Kitab, 1997), 463-69.
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literature for Husayn as not just tolerance for sexual indulgences or a
route to courage in understanding one’s history, or even as just sublima-
tion, but also as a recoding and a recording of societal energies in an
aesthetic realm, which would then justify its privileging. This, for him,
would be an important legacy of Arab-Islamic civilization that should
benefit modern Arabs.

When Husayn discussed the emergence of a new form of ghazal poetry,
describing the love of youthful boys in the Abbasid period, he matter-of-
factly stated that this was the specific “legacy of Abbasid civilization, a
legacy that was founded by Persian civilization [hadarah] when it mixed
with the Arabs or when the Arabs moved to it [the Persian empire] and
spread their authority over Baghdad.”** Indeed, Husayn, who was much
less defensive than Qasim Amin, hastened to explain to his readers that
there was nothing peculiar about the opulence and licentiousness of the
Abbasid period, as “this is not exclusive to the Arabs or the Abbasids or
to Baghdad, for the Greeks had known it, as had the Romans and the
Europeans, and so had Athens, Rome, and Paris . . . it is sufficient for one
to read Pericles, Augustine, and Louis XIV to understand the epoch of al-
Rashid, al-Amin, and al-Ma’mun.”? If many Orientalist thinkers posited
the life of modern Arabs as reminiscent of the European past in develop-
mentalist terms, Husayn posited the earlier and later history of Europe
(and France in particular) as reminiscent of the earlier history of the Ar-
abs. Orientalist representations of the Arabs are ever present in the minds
of most modern Arab writers. Thus, for Husayn, if the Orientalist claims
of a Muslim Arab exceptionalism are to be rejected, then no Muslim Arab
particularism could be tolerated either, at least as far as sexual life and
mores were concerned. Husayn’s universalism here registers an ethical
resistance to the very act of excavating a particular national culture or
civilization, in which he himself was engaged, by transforming it into a
collective interchangeable heritage for humanity. Thus, while recogniz-
ing civilizational specificities in certain areas, he was equally interested
in asserting a noncivilizational, universal, shared culture across the globe.
In so doing, he rejects the two European theses on non-European civiliza-
tions, namely, developmentalism and radical alterity, simultaneously, as-
suring his readers of an equal place for Arab civilization with Europe with
whom it shares a human heritage coevally. This move safeguards Arab
civilization against both Orientalist attacks and attacks by Arab purists.*

34. Husayn, Hadith al-Arbi‘a’, 39.

35. Ibid., 44.

36. This rejection of Arab exceptionalism is also manifest in his study of pre-Islamic poetry and
his claim that not only the medieval Arabs, but also the classical Greeks and Romans had invented
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Husayn's liberal thought was not appreciated by all his readers, as
some of them continued to protest his “corruption of the youth.” His re-
sponse was predicated on an antiessentialist notion of morals, of which
he provided a historical account. He explained to his audience that the
morals of today were not the morals of yesteryear and that if some of his
detractors were scandalized by what he wrote, his current morals did not
permit him to cite for them what many prominent Islamic figures had
said in the early history of Islam, and how the explicitness of what they
said was appreciated by many, including the Prophet Muhammad him-
self: “Yes, morals prevent us from publishing this now because the epoch
has changed, and lifestyles have evolved, but there are things that we
can publish without assailing morals and without endangering them.”?”
Indeed, in splitting morals from literature, Husayn seems to hold morals
as the dynamic and changing feature of societies but not the aesthetic
value of literature itself, which he holds constant throughout. For him,
the quantitative (one might even say economic) dialectic of loss and
gain between morals and literature, however, remains operative in the
present as it had been in the past.

Husayn characterized earlier Islamic periods and our “righteous an-
cestors” (al-salaf al-salih) as “more open and welcoming and more toler-
ant, listening to that which was serious and that which was humorous;
indeed, they themselves were serious, and they were humorous.”?*® In
staging this public debate, Husayn and his critics were inaugurating an
important theme that would be used often after them, namely, using the
example of the past as a pedagogical model for the present. But, while
Husayn and his critics agreed that the past should play a pedagogical role
for the present, they disagreed on which history of the past should be un-
covered and which history should be the pedagogical tool for the youth.

This disagreement would inform much of Husayn’s later approach,
as his discussion of the poet Abu Nuwas reveals. He proceeded with his
weekly lectures and his columns in Al-Siyasah to deal with the literary
production of Abu Nuwas without equivocation, although with more
defensiveness. His praise of Abu Nuwas was such that he insisted that
the latter’s erotic love poems (ghazal) for youthful boys were of a higher
quality than the best ghazal poems written for women by poets as highly

poetry and history in their writings. In this sense, Husayn’s own endeavor to uncover the roots of
pre-Islamic Arabic poetry was part of this universal research agenda, which employed the “Carte-
sian” method. See Taha Husayn, Fi al-Shi‘r al-Jahili [On Jailiyyah Poetry] (1926; Cairo: Dar al-Nahr
lil-Nashr wa al-Tawzi‘, 1996), 81-84.

37. Husayn, Hadith al-Arbi‘a’, 52.

38. Ibid.
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acclaimed as the earlier Umayyad poet ‘Umar ibn Abi Rabi‘ah. In fact, Abu
Nuwas'’s poetry was so good, asserted Husayn, that he “forces you when
you read his ghazal for youthful boys to admire such ghazal despite what
it contains of what is incompatible with one’s constitution [tab‘], mor-
als, or religion.”* Here, Husayn’s commitment to an appreciation of the
aesthetic clearly outweighed whatever concerns he had about societal or
religious morality. For Husayn, this very well might be the value of lit-
erature as that medium that allows identification with human subjects
radically different from oneself. In this vein, literature could be seen as
imaginative self-extension, which itself is an aesthetic and a moral value,
a form and practice of pedagogy, rather than a content to be taught.

Husayn worried that pedagogy could corrupt history, which begged
the question of appropriate audience and readership. To address this
conundrum, he opted not to discuss Abu Nuwas’s poetry about youthful
boys in a lecture or a newspaper article, for fear of its pedagogical impli-
cations, “but rather only in a specialized book about Abu Nuwas, to be
read by specialists and where the public’s hand could not reach except
through coincidence and after much effort.”#° Such a solution, it seems,
averted pedagogical anarchy and the imparting of desires to the youth
that they should not get from literature. It also registers Husayn'’s am-
bivalence about his earlier splitting away the moral dimension of adab.
Husayn concluded that in his whole discussion of Abu Nuwas, he had
selected poetry that was respectful of “people’s morals in this day and
age as well as their inclinations, and the need of the youth for pure and
innocent speech.”*! He even went so far as to state that “Abu Nuwas is
a dangerous poet and we do not advise reading him except to a special-
ized group of people who can read him and evaluate him without being
influenced [by him] and without imitating him.”#? Clearly, a defensive
Husayn seemed, at least in the case of Abu Nuwas, to have come much
closer to his opponents’ views about which of the different histories of
the past should have a pedagogical role in the present and which his-
tories should not. He also seemed increasingly less invested in splitting
the two notions of adab, aesthetics and good conduct, as he had done
earlier, by reinscribing them in the case of Abu Nuwas, albeit with an
important twist. Abu Nuwas’s poetry, it seemed, was to be relished by
few, but not emulated by many. If morality was a universal concern, the
aesthetic, Husayn seemed to posit, was solely a concern for the intellec-
tual elite. Within the mobilization of turath as the core of civilization,

39. Ibid., 137. 41. Ibid., 156.
40. Ibid., 127. 42.1bid., 157.
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on the matters of aesthetics and of certain kinds of sex, different kinds of
publics were being imagined. By positing this strategy, Husayn resolved
the conundrum—the pedagogical and the aesthetic could be separated
along the lines of the publics consuming them.

This is an interesting resolution in light of Taha Husayn'’s personal ex-
perience in his youth with what he termed “Nuwasite” classmates when
he studied at al-Azhar University prior to his departure to France. In his
1929 autobiography, Al-Ayyam (The Days), Husayn recounted how the
literary student lived a life of

contentment and resentment elicited by reading various books, wherein he would
think like the ancients whose writings he was reading, and would feel the way they felt,
and would conduct himself with people the way they did. These young men insisted on
reading and learning by heart jahiliyyah poetry as well as Islamic and Abbasid poetry.
They also insisted on reading the biographies of poets, writers, and language scholars.
As aresult, they lived the life of those people in the depths of their hearts, as they could
not live it in their real lives, since circumstances stood between them and what they de-
sired of it. They were readers of the poetry of Abu Nuwas and his companions and they
read ‘Udhri love poetry also. They enjoyed love poetry [ghazal] as much as those poets
had . .. and they created for themselves ideals of beauty to which they wrote love po-
etry and rhapsodies. The conservatives among them could only conjure their ideals en-
tirely for their lifestyles barred them from ever meeting prostitutes. The renewers were
more fortunate, as it was not prohibited for them to encounter beautiful faces inside
and outside al-Azhar, and to take objects of beauty for their love poetry that were not
conjured up by fantasy, but rather were offered by life itself. There was among these
young men those who adopted the school of Jamil and Kuthayyir [‘Udhri Platonic po-
ets], and therefore absolute deprivation was their lot. Others followed the school of Abu
Nuwas and his companions, which made them experience deprivation much less and
made their share of bliss more. For one, among them, would meet those with beautiful
faces, speak to them and listen to them speak, be infatuated with them, compose po-
etry for them, and go as far as he could with his poetry so much that his infatuation and
poetry would entangle him and his classmates in a little or a lot of evil. The third one
of these was a Nuwasite in his taste in poetry and desire. How fast he would become
familiar with those who had beautiful faces, become close to them and meet them!4

Indeed, this fellow’s story was quite entertaining to his friends and his
classmates alike, so much so that as a prank, some of his friends wrote on

43. Taha Husayn, Al-Ayyam [The Days] (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1978), vol. 3, 16-18. The first and
second volume of Husayn’s memoir were published in 1929, and this third one was published much
later in 1967. The English translation of the book was titled The Days, translated by E. H. Paxton,
Hilary Wayment, and Kenneth Cragg (Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 1997).
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the wall a famous couplet that Abu Nuwas had written about Abu ‘Ubay-
dah Mu‘ammar bin Muthanna (a ninth-century theologian and chroni-
cler and contemporary of Abu Nuwas) accusing him of having been a
follower of the people of Lot “ever since you began to have wet dreams
until now when you are past sixty” (mundhu ihtalamta wa qad jawazta
sittinan).** While a young university student, Husayn had encountered
those who read and emulated Abu Nuwas; as a scholar, he began to cau-
tion against it. It is significant that the above reminiscences were writ-
ten under a chapter title “The Effect of the Disappearance of Women.”

Husayn had one more reference to same-sex practice when he was at
al-Azhar at the age of thirteen (1902), namely, in reference to a young
man dubbed “Abu Tartur,” who was said to pay periodic nocturnal visits
to the apartments of al-Azhar students (who were invariably a few years
older than Husayn). The young man would slip into their beds and as-
sume the passive position in coitus with them. While Husayn refrained
from any graphic description of what actually transpired under the bed
covers, he would explain how the young men would have to get up af-
terwards and bathe, which was an arduous task in winter for lack of hot
water in the apartments. The young men would from time to time speak
about Abu Tartur in “quick furtive whispers followed by quick chuckles
interrupted by shyness and reserve.”* Abu Tartur would choose a differ-
ent student each time. It is unclear and perhaps unlikely that he visited
the young Taha, even though the latter would “reflect” upon what the
young men would say about Abu Tartur.*¢

Husayn was to go further in accommodating his critics by adopting
their stance in judging the work of a contemporary Egyptian literary
critic and professor of literature, who also collected his newspaper articles
in a book he titled The Sources of Tears of Lovers (Madami® al-‘Ushshaq).?
Zaki Mubarak (1891-1952), a former student of Husayn, who was also
French-educated, had published his articles in the newspaper Al-Sabah
starting in 1922 to the distress of many religious and conservative read-
ers who chastised him and declared him an “atheist and a debaucher”*®

44. Taha Husayn does not actually cite the last line of the couplet due to its licentious nature
and keeps it hanging. Indeed most books about Abu ‘Ubayda cite the couplet without including the
offending line except for Muhsin al-Amin al-Husayni al-‘Amili, who cites it in its entirety in his Abu
Nuwas, al-Hasan bin Hani’ al-Hikami al-Sha ‘ir al-Mashhur (Damascus: Matba‘at al-Itqan, 1947), 87.

45. Taha Husayn, Al-Ayyam (1929; Cairo: Dar al-Ma’arif, 1978), vol. 2, 94.

46. Ibid., 97.

47. See Zaki Mubarak, Madami‘ al-‘Ushshaq [The Sources of Tears of Lovers] (Beirut: Dar al-Jil,
1993), first published in 1924. Literally, the title means “the lachrymal canals of lovers,” i.e., “the
eyes of lovers.”

48. Ibid., 12.
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who corrupts the youth.* Mubarak stated at the outset that any “seduc-
tion” (fitnah) that his book would place in the hearts of “the youth and
the elderly” is his sole responsibility, and that those readers “who seek
safety should desist immediately from reading this talk.”*

The book is a collection of poetry culled from the ancient and recent
past in which poets spoke of crying and of shedding tears over a num-
ber of situations involving their loved ones (although not exclusively
so, as Mubarak cited lachrymal poetry of nostalgia as well). Mubarak
wrote a confrontational introduction challenging his critics and sign-
ing it as “the atheist and debaucher, in accordance with their claims.”5!
The book included a chapter on lachrymal poetry written by women for
their women lovers,*> where Mubarak lamented the dearth of women’s
lachrymal poetry of desire toward male lovers. He began the chapter
comparing this type of poetry with “what had transpired in Berlin of
the love of Mrs. Klein to Mrs. Repp! And what they had committed for
the sake of this strange love!!” Mubarak, echoing Husayn, proceeded to
express his regret that he could not delve in this topic in a newspaper,
as people “prefer ignorance in the interest of decorum!”® He cited the
Prophet as having prohibited suhaq (sapphism) just as the Qur’an had
prohibited adultery. He then proceeded to echo Taha Husayn’s rejection
of the Orientalist claims of the exceptionalism of Arabo-Muslim civiliza-
tion by rejecting the flip side of the argument also, namely, the excep-
tionalism of European civilization, as anyone who knows

the literature of the French finds in the confessions of women strange and marvelous
things that devils could not match! And, Arabic literature is full of similar marvels,
as people are the same in every country and in every generation; so do not believe
that excess in bawdiness is an innovation invented by the women of Berlin! As far
as | am concerned, the error of reformers in the Orient is their ignorance of the de-

49. 1bid., 10.

50. Ibid., 9.

51. Ibid. 12.

52. Ibid., 62-65.

53. Ibid., 62. In another of his books, Mubarak made several references to Abu Nuwas’s love of
young men and to a “dangerous” social “habit” in the Baghdad of Abu Nuwas, which consisted
of dressing concubines in the apparel of young men. He even linked this interest in masculinized
women to the modern young women of Europe, “who wear the clothes of young men. If this
were not a recent innovation, it was then a remnant of the whimsy of the ancient inhabitants of
Baghdad.” Anticipating the objections of some readers for his inclusion of Abu Nuwas poems that
describe how both the sodomite and the adulterer prefer masculinized women, Mubarak explains
that “the transmitter of infidelity is not an infidel himself, and the transmitter of debauchery is not
debauched himself,” in Zaki Mubarak, Al-Muwazanah bayna al-Shu‘ara’ [Comparing Poets] (Cairo:
Dar al-Katib al-‘Arabi lil-Tiba‘ah wa al-Nashr, 1968), 403-4. The book was first published in 1926 in
Cairo by Matba‘at al-Mugqtataf.
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tails of human life, and their neglect of the principal foundation of reform—which is
the diagnosis of the disease before the prescription of medicine, [through] the issu-
ance by many of them of commands about things that one cannot issue commands
about and the issuance of prohibitions of things that cannot be prohibited; what is
catastrophic is that the reformers themselves are hypocrites! . . . Have we not char-
acterized Western belles lettres as excessive is describing women? We have made
that into a bad thing that is unforgivable, when, in my opinion, it is a good thing,
as it is incumbent on every reformer to strengthen what exists between men and
women of natural inclinations so that we would not complain about women’s in-
fatuation with women, and men’s love of youthful boys! Read this and think about
it before you give us a headache with your calls for virtue from whence you do
not know!>

While Europe and the Arab world are not exceptional, Mubarak waxed
ironic against his critics by claiming that certain aspects of Europe could
prove pedagogical for these “hypocritical” Arab civilizational reformers—
at least by strengthening Arab “natural’ desires about which these re-
formers seemed concerned. Having called on his critics to strengthen
“natural” desires between men and women aside, Mubarak proceeded
to identify women'’s poetry for women as expressing a desire that is con-
sidered a “curiosity” within the classification of desires.>> His book also
made cursory reference to lachrymal poetry written for boys.

Once the book was published, Taha Husayn wrote a short note about
it “deploring” it as “very dangerous.” Husayn asserted that the book
“had a literary value that is not without danger,” as he was displeased
with what he described as the author’s “flattery of his own sentiments
and the sentiments of his readers to the point of excess. His chapters,
as a result, came out less as scholarly and literary research and more as
research that rouses emotions and incites passions.”*¢ His reservations
notwithstanding, Husayn felt that he also needed to “praise” the book.
But as with his remarks about the appropriate audience of Abu Nuwas’s
poetry and the pedagogical mission that he would set for “scholarly”
research, Husayn's ambivalence about Mubarak further demonstrated
the former’s selective adherence to societal morality in the context of
debates on the value of the aesthetic and its relation to sexual trans-
gression. Husayn and Mubarak would become the bitterest enemies and
would attack each other in the press for years to come.*”

54. 1bid., 62.

55. Ibid., 64.

56. Husayn, Hadith al-Arbi‘a’ (Cairo: al-Matba‘ah al-Tijariyyah al-Kubra, 1925), vol. 3, 65.

57. On the battle between them, see Samih Kurayyim, Taha Husayn fi Ma‘arikihi al-Adabiyyah
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Husayn wrote during an innovative decade that began with daring
liberal intellectual experiments that conservative elements in society at-
tempted to kill at birth. ‘Ali ‘Abd al-Raziq’s important book on Islam and
governance, published in 1925, caused an uproar, and its author was put
on trial.® This fate would befall Taha Husayn’s own upcoming hereti-
cal book on pre-Islamic jahiliyyah poetry, which he published in 1926.%°
Conservatives feared the liberal impulse of these thinkers due to the fact
of the British occupation, which they feared might corrupt the minds of
Egyptians with hostile European ideas about Arab and Muslim history
and civilization. The fact that Husayn, for example, held an official uni-
versity position and was seen as close to the regime and the British oc-
cupation did not mitigate the hostility of critics, especially so as Husayn
belonged to the party of the Liberal Constitutionalists (Hizb al-Ahrar
al-Dusturiyyin), which competed with the anti-British Wafd, the party
of the Egyptian national hero Sa‘d Zaghlul. For now, however, despite
his manifest concessions, Husayn was not silenced; but his detractors
were increasingly successful in making him more defensive about his
sacrilegious thesis concerning the Abbasid period, namely, that it was a
period of “doubt, bawdiness and an era of temptations and atheism with
regards to familiar morals, inherited habits, and religion too.”*® He set
out not only to prove his thesis but also to demonstrate to his audience
that although the poets he studied were all practitioners of these attri-
butes, people admired and approved of them in that era. He continued
to insist on the important value of the aesthetic in the lives of people,
including religious folks. One attack on him criticized him for publish-
ing such writings during the holy month of Ramadan. In response, Hu-
sayn insisted on historical accuracy and the role of the past as pedagogy.
He also stressed the importance of aesthetic pleasure:

no matter how much we deny the appearance of doubt and mujun [bawdiness] and
similar traits in that era and its taking over the souls of the enlightened of that period,
it will not stop that era from being an era of doubt and mujun that conquered the
minds of the majority of the enlightened of its people, including many scholars of

wa al-Fikriyyah [Taha Husayn in His Literary and Intellectual Battles] (Cairo: Kitab al-Idha‘ah wa
al-Tilifizyun, 1974), 323-27.

58. “Ali ‘Abd al-Raziq, Al-Islam wa-Usul al-Hukm: Bahth fi al-Khilafah wa al-Hukumah [Islam and
the Bases of Governance: An Inquiry into Succession and Government in Islam] (Cairo: Matba‘at
Misr, 1925).

59. Husayn, Fi al-Shi‘r al-Jahili.

60. Husayn, Hadith, vol. 3, 184. He restated his thesis in his article about the poet Muti® bin
Iyyas, published in Al-Siyasah, April 9, 1924, which corresponded to the Islamic calendar date of
Ramadan 5, 1342.
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jurisprudence [fuqaha’] and theology [kalam] . . . [People] will then say to me: What
benefit is it to us to know that this was an era of doubt or an era of certitude, and what
would harm us if we remained ignorant of this? | am not certain that | have a reason-
able answer to this. What possible reasonable answer could one give to those who
ask one about the benefit of knowledge and the harm of ignorance? They will say . . .
why are you telling us about them during the month of fasting . . . ? . . . Could you
not have postponed this until people finished fasting ... ? . .. Perhaps | chose to talk
about these charming people and their stories in order to make things easier on those
who are fasting and to lighten their fasting pains. Is there any sin or crime in this?¢'

Husayn provided pedagogical examples from the early Islamic era of
people addressing similar issues during the month of Ramadan without
embarrassment. He concluded:

Why are we embarrassed today? Is this embarrassment itself not an example of weak-
ness, the softness of belief, and the confusion of certitude? The true believer, the true
religious person who is loyal in his devotion and in his worship worries not about his
faith, his religion, his asceticism, and his worship from the poetry of Muti‘ [bin lyyas]
and Muti’s companions. He who fears this poetry is he who feels himself weak and
wants to avoid and eschew those things that caused and tempted its writing.®?

As the intensity of the attac