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An Exemplary Intellectual: Edward Said —II

by Fakrul Alam
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HE PUBLICATION OF ORIENTALISM
I in 1978 made Edward Said fam-
. ous and this book and its
sequels, The Question of Palestine
(1979) and Covering Islam (1982), a.nd:
Said's frequent appearance on
American and European radio and
television channels as a spokesman of
the Palestine Liberation Organization
throughout the eighties and the nineties
confirmed his position as an outstand-
ing and outspoken intellectual. Not ev-
eryone, of course, admired him; Zion-
ists and extreme rightists combined to
castigate him as "a Professor of Terror,”
implying thereby that he was using his
academic position at Columbia Uni-
versity to advance armed rebellion and
spread chaos in the west. Nevertheless, |
as the years went by, a consensus of | |
sorts emerged amongst the critical
avant garde in general and scholars
from the decolonized regions in particu-
lar that Said's stance was an exemplary
one and that he practiced what he
preached: an independent, secular, op- |
positional, self-reflexive intellectual
position. Also, the fact that he pub-
lished theoretically significant and
distinctive books such as The World, the
Text and the Critic (1983), Musical
Elaborations (1991), and Culture and
Imperialism (1993), and passionately |
committed and eloquent works high- |
lighting the importance and the agony
of the Palestinian struggle for self-de-
termination such as Afier the Last Sky
(1986) and The Politics of Dispossession
(1994) ensured his position in the van- |
guard of critical consciousness every-
where in the decades after Orientalism.

A consequence of Said's celebrity
status as an intellectual was the invita-
tion extended to him in 1993 to give the
Reith Lectures on BBC's Radio 4 that
year. First given by Bertrand Russell in
1948, and rendered prestigious by him
and subsequent speakers such as
Arnold Toynbee and J K Galbraith, the
Reith Lectures became the occasion for
Said to bring together his thoughts
about the role intellectuals can and
should play in public life — thoughts
which I have argued in the first part of

¢his Pim:c are implicit in Orientalism.
Consisling of six brnadcasls Said's Re-

ith Lectures were subsequently edited
and published by him in 1994 as Repre-
sentations of the Intellectual.

In his ‘Intreduction’' to the book, Said
points to the controversy which sur-
rounded the Reith Lectures even before
he got around to delivering them. One
group of British intellectuals, for ex-
ample, was aghast at the idea of an ac-
tivist of the Palestinian Liberation Or-
ganization who was also a vocal critic
of the persistence of western imperialist
structures being invited to address the
British public in this distinguished se-
ries. Another group of English commen-
tators felt that the very subject matter
of Said's talks — Representations of the
Intellectual — was an un-English one —

justice.

were denizens of ivory towers worth
talking about and would the shades of
the BBC be thus demeaned! As Said
notes in his 'Introduction’, such disdain
for intellectuals in England was symp-

tomatic of a tendency in that and other

countries to see them as best cloistered
in the academy and having no place
outside it. One other section of English
public life felt that what Said would do
is make the Reith Lectures a vehicle for
self-promotion. A review in the Sunday
Telegraph sums up this slant on the se-
ries by calling them "Palestinian pro-
paganda" and an "implicit justification
of his position and activities."
Undeniably, in defining the place of
the intellectual in our world, Said is to a
great extent characterizing his own po-
sition in the west and describing the
vantage point he had chosen from
which to highlight his concerns and
confront his adversaries. Thus when
Said emphasizes in his 'Introduction’
the intellectual's public role as that of
“an outsider, 'amateur’, and disturber of
the status quo," or when he underscores
the intellectual's task as that of break-
ing "down the stereotypes and reductive
categories that are so limiting to human
thought and communication”, or when
he depicts intellectuals as figures

"whose public performance can neither

be predicted nor compelled into some
slogan, orthodox party line, or fixed
dogma," or when he speaks of the intel-
lectual "as exile and marginal, ... and as
the author of a language that tries to

speak the truth to power,” he is surely '

sketching the preoccupations of some-
one such as himself — but without any
arrogance or the slightest sense of
hubris. In fact, in the introductory
pages of Representations of the Intellec-
tual Said cites as his exemplars people
such as Raymond Williams,
Foucault, Noam Chomsky, or Gore Vi-
dal, spirits "in opposition, rather than
in accommodation,” dissenters from
the mainstream who court unpopular-
ity and take up the struggle of "the un-
derrepresented and disadvantaged,” and
there can be little doubt that he is of
their company.

Chapter | of Representations of the

Intellectual begins by looking at the
Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci's dis-

tinction between traditional intellec- .

tuals — academics, exegetes, and man-
darins — and organic intellectuals —
people who believe with Marx that the
thing to do with the world was not just
to interpret it but to change it. Said next
considers the definition of the French
rightist Julian Benda of intellectuals as
elite individuals who "constitute the
conscience of mankind,” and who es-
chew the world for the sake of truth and
Said makes it clear that his
ideal intellectual combines the traits of
Gramsci's organic one with Benda's un-
worldly seeker after lasting truth and
humanistic values; she is someone who
utilizes her mental faculties to change

Michel |

the way things are not for her own sake
or for some employer or government,
but for the cause of humanity itself.

Said’'s ideal intellectual has a con-

sciousness that "is skeptical, engaged,
unremittingly devoted to rational in-
vestigation and moral judgement;" she
must therefore never compromise with
the truth or perpetuate stereotypes; on
the contrary, she must "confront ortho-
doxy and dogma" and "represent all
those people and issues that are rou-
tinely forgotten or swept under the rug."
In Chapter Il of Representations of
the Intellectual Said examines the role
of individuals in the era of nation-
states. Said has no doubt that the intel-
lectual must concern herself with na-
tional issues, but he is equally sure that
he must never give up his individual ac-
cent in order to only speak the national
language. In other words, the intellec-
tual must dissent from the majority
whenever necessary, or to be precise, on
any occasion where his conscience tells
him to speak up for the truth and to

themselves."

Edward Said
question traditional verities. Consider-
ing the part an intellectual can play in
contemporary Islam. Said urges for the
revival of the Islamic tradition of ijti-
had, or "personal interpretation, and
not a sheeplike abdication to politically
ambitious ulema or charismatic dema-
gogues.” In the decolonized regions of
the world, Said quotes Frantz Fanon to
the effect that the native intellectual
cannot be content to see the white po-
liceman be simply replaced by a
coloured one; instead, his task would be
to lead to "questions ol political libera-
tion, to critiques of the leadership. to
présenting alternatives that are too of-
ten marginalized”. Citing the stance
taken by Tagore in India or Jose Marti
in Cuba, Said asserts that "the individ-
ual's loyalty must not be restricted only
to joining the collective march:" the two
have become exemplary figures pre-
cisely because they never abated "their
criticism because of nationalism, even
though they remained nationalists
In particular, an intellec-

tual from one of the decolonized regions
of the world must not remain indiffer-
ent to the wrong done to minorities in
his country in the name of ethnic or
national interests.

The third chapter of Representations
of the Intellectual considers the ex-
traterritorial individual and the exilic
consciousness in an era of global dias-
poras. The intellectual is a person who,
in a sense, prefers to be homeless; and
makes a virtue out of a necessity. A type
of this kind of intellectual is the
Trinidadian-English writer, V S
Naipaul, "resident off and on in Eng-
land, yet always on the move, revisiting
his Caribbean and Indian roots, sifting
through the debris of colonialism and
post-colonialism, remorselessly judg-
ing the illusions and cruelties of inde-
pendent states and the new true believ-
ers." Another representative of the type
is the German-American thinker
Theodor Adorno who fled Nazism to
found in New York a school of thought
which posited continuous self-analysis
and critique of existing systems to
avoid critical paralysis. But Said makes
it clear that he is not claiming that ac-
tual, physical exile is a necessary con-
dition of critical thought: as he puts it,
"even il one is not an actual immigrant
or expatriate, it is still possible to think
as one, to imagine and investigate in
spite of barriers, and always to move
away from the centralizing authority
towards the margins, where you see
things that are usually lost on minds
that have never travelled beyond the
conventional and the comfortable.”

Chapter IV of Representations of the
Intellectual takes up the question of
whether one can hold on to an indepen-
dent critical consciousness while serv-
ing in an institution such as the uni-
versity where you have to withstand all
sorts of pressures, either the systemic
ones or the lure of acting as a consultant
or expert to this or that party or corpo-

ration. Instead of transforming himself

into a professional whose expertise is
on hire or at the service bf a power
blods. fand whose mdependlnt don-

sciousness is compromised by their ex-

pectations, Said argues for an intellec-
tual given to "amateurism, [which is]
literally, an activity that is fuelled by
care and affection rather than by profit
and selfish, narrow specialization.” As
an amateur, the intellectual is able to
ask the awkward questions elided by in-
terest groups and radicalize the most

rouline operations carried out in the
name of the nation or a faceless con-
glomeration.

Said begins Chapter V of Representa-
tions of the Intellectual by going back to
the question of specialization and pro-
[essionalism he had raised in the pre-
ceding chapter. He does so to reiterate
his belief that the intellectual, "prop-
erly speaking... [cannot be] a func-
tionary or an employee completely
given up to the policy goals of a govern-

ment or a large corporation, or even a
guild of like-minded professionals.”
Nor can the intellectual see herself
bound by tradition or consensus; she
must be able to interrogate sacred texts
and uncover "truths” which have, in ef-
fect, been constituted; where essential,
she must be able to break away from her
group or party when she [eels that they
have abandoned their basic principles
or compromised on key issues. Getting
autobiographical at this point, Said
cites his decision to break with the PLO
in 1993 after many years of service to it
because of his conviction that the Oslo
Declaration was an "extremely limited
breakthrough" which "far from guaran-
teeing Palestinian rights...in effect
guaranteed the prolongation of Israeli
control over the Occupied Territories."
Said concludes Representations of
the Intellectual with a chapter titled
"Gods That Always Fail' where he de-
clares his distrust of all isms and where
he stresses the dangers of toeing the
party line for the thinking individual.
As his short book draws to its close,
Said becomes autobiographical once
more, pointing out how he has always
preferred "to retain both the outsider's
and the skeptic's autonomy over
the...vaguely religious quality commu-
nicated by the convert's and true believ-
er's enthusiasm”. Said emphasizes,
however, that critical detachment was
not the same thing as indifference or
devotion to knowledge for knowledge's
sake; Said's exemplary intellectual is
committed to social change and trans-
formation by advancing "emancipation
and enlightenment.” In the end, then,
the ideal intellectual is he who culti-
vates his critical faculties while re-
maining involved in the struggle of the
oppressed and the disadvantaged:; he
remains free ol party and disciplinary
affiliations while concerning himself
with life itself as well as the life of the
mind.
In representing the role of the indi-
vidual in our world Edward Said had
inevitably drawn on Ris own prepccu-

f pations ovef fHe §edrdl To someer who

has been following Said's career over
the years, it is obvious that the reason
for representing himsell thus was not
just self-interest; Representations of the
Intellectual simply brings together his
thoughts about the intellectual’'s voca-
tions he had been adumbrating even in
his earliest books. To someone who
knows about Said's physical state when
he was invited to give the Reith Lectures

— he had at that time just started
chemotherapy lor chronic lcukemia —

it is also clear that he meant these lec-
tures to be a testament ol sorts ol the

ideals he had been pursuing in his life.
One thing is for sure: through his life
and these lectures Said had set up a
model of intellectual life which we in
Bangladesh could also think about.
About the writer: Fakrul Alam is

Professor and Chairman of English at
Dhaka University.
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Max Ernst, 'The Magician of Subtle Palpitations'

by Pascale Teinac
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HIS IS THE LAST
sentence jotted down

by Max Ernst at the
bottom of a biographical
account written a few
months before his death in
1976 and which he had
called "The Final Question.”
This question had al-
ready been answered ages
before by his contempo-
raries, poets and artists, for
whom he had been a "wiz-

ard,” an inspired, halluci-
nated, visionary "magi-
cian”, "a new messenger of

light come from another
world," as the American
writer Henry Miller de-
scribed him, or "the painter
of illusions” for the poet
Aragon.

The very beautiful retro-
spective organised on the
occasion of the centenary of
Max Ernst's birth and which
is reaching the end of its
tour at the Paris Modern
Art Museum, after being on
show in London, Stuttgart
and Dusseldorf, leaves none
of the aspects of his multi-
farious talent in the shade.

There are paintings and
sculptures (these marvels
which were, for a long time,

according to his biographer
Werner Spies, "one of the
best kept secrets ol our

time"), drawings, collages,
rubbings, scrapings and
transfers. In 250 works.

many coming from private
collections and having only
been seen rarely, the whole
itinerary of this unclassifi-
able painter is presented,
from his first Dada period
in Cologne right up to the
totally visionary and cos-
mic iconography of his last
years in France.

For a long time, he was
not liked by museums and
critics ("l do not have the
gift of appealing to special-

ists.” he used to say) and he’

enjoyed the attempts made
by these "specialists” to in-
clude him in one or several
schools.

"Art historians are going
to find it difficult to clas-
sify me in their system. In-
side me, there is a painter
who is expressionist, an-
other who is dadaist, an-
other who is surrealist,
another who is the precur-
sor of "action painting",
another who sticks, another
who scrapes, another who

rubs, another who skims
abstraction, one who paints
while working and one who
has fun painting.”

However, Max Ernst is
best-known under the label
of “surrealist”, as he went
so far "beyond" in all con-
sciousness and all reality.
Andre Breton was not mis-
taken to see in him "the
most magnificently haunted
mind there is.”

He was haunted by mon-
sters, headless women and
terrifying animals, but also
by fantastic landscapes no
doubt inspired by the Rhine
forests of his childhood,
and by birds which are om-
nipresent in his works.

To soften all this diaboli-
cal extravagance and all
this fantastic strangeness,
he uses caustic and tender
humour, particularly in his
sculptures.

Max Ernst was born in
Bruhl, between Cologne and
Bonn, in 1891. He was
caught up in the First World
War while he was a student
at the University of Bonn
and dee pacifist. On his
return from the front, he
threw himself into the Dada

"Max Ernst takes the liberty to ask his severe male-readers and gentle lady readers
if he deserves the flattering terms given him by one of the greatest (and least

known) poets of our time (Rene Crevel): "the magician of subtle palpitations.”
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movement.

In 1919, while looking
through the catalogue of a
pedagogical institute, he
was struck by "the absur-
dity" of the juxtaposition of
all kinds of models, "geo-
metrical ones, botanical
ones, paleontological ones’,
and others.

This "absurdity” was to
give birth to the technique
of collage which he was to
use together with that of
rubbings on paper and
scrapings on canvas in or-
der to compose completely
new works.

He illegally entered
France in 1922 with the

passport of his friend Paul

Eluard, and enthusiasti-
cally received Andre Bre-
ton's first manifesto of Sur-
realism. He published "col-
lage-novels" with such per-
fect technique that it was
impossible to detect the
"joints.”

In 1938, when Paul Elu-
ard, who had remained his
great friend, was excluded
from the Surrealist group,
Ernst in turn left the group,
indignant at being asked to
"sabotage Eluard's poetry by
all possible means.”

The Second World War
forced him to leave Europe
for the United States where
he married, in turn,

Guggenheim and the painter

Dorothea Tanning. The
tortuous landscapes of Ari-
zona inspired him with real
visions in which the trees
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were figures. In 1953, he
moved back to France and
became a French citizen in
1958,

His final joke was to die
on a lst April.

France and Germany also
wanted to make this cente-
nary exhibition, jointly in-
augurated by President
Francois Matterrand and
Chancellor Helmut Kohl, a
symbol of French and Ger-
man reconciliation.
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